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ABSTRACT
This study explored the lifeworld of 27 academically advanced primary students
in educational environments that have attempted to address their atypical learning needs.
A phenomenological theoretical framework was used to discover the experiences of 13
gifted boys and 14 gifted girls attending either single-gender or co-educational schools.
Three types of school settings were purposefully selected for this study in order to
discover the supportive systems that these different educational environments created for
academically advanced learners. While there is a great deal of research about the
cognitive outcomes of these types of school environments, little is known about their
social and emotional outcomes. Some researchers, as well as educators in the field, have
suggested that the affective outcomes of these types of school settings may be a more
powerful argument for gifted programming than their well known cognitive results
(Coleman, 1995, 2003).
The results from this study demonstrate that, while challenging instruction was
clearly important for the emotional wellbeing of the advanced learners, it went hand in
hand with the schools` ethos in relation to the social and emotional development of their
student populations. The schools’ objectives clearly influenced students’ perceptions of
emotional safety, acceptance of diversity, and teacher student and peer relations in the
schools` environments. This finding differs to previous research that suggests that if a
gifted child’s cognitive abilities are catered for, her or his social and emotional needs will
automatically be met.
This research has significance for educators and researchers in the field, as it
provides insights from the gifted students themselves about their experiences in the
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specialised school environments, which hopefully will assist educators in better meeting
the psychosocial and emotional needs of these students. This study also describes the
types of social and emotional support systems, and social and emotional outcomes that
can contribute to optimal social context in schools. In this study optimal describes a
school setting that positively answers and enhances both the academic as well as the
social and emotional needs of the gifted student.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Background to the Study
In most school environments gifted children, spend several hours each day with
teachers and a large group of other children. Gifted children’s academic and affective
needs in the school environment have been found to be qualitatively different from the
average child’s, due to their atypical academic and affective characteristics (Coleman &
Cross, 2005; Gross, 2002; Silverman, 2000). These differences can impact on the gifted
child’s peer relationships and learning in the school environment (Cross, Coleman &
Stewart, 1993; Cross, 1997, 1999, 2001, 2004; Gross, 2001, 2002, 2004).
There is a large body of research that addresses the importance of school settings
for the cognitive growth of the gifted child (Kulik, 1992; Kulik & Kulik, 1984, 1991,
1992, 1997; Rogers, 1991, 2005; Vaughn, Feldhusen & Asher, 1991). Meta-analyses
carried out on grouping by Kulik and Kulik (1982, 1984, 1987, 1991) and Rogers (1991)
have indicated that gifted children’s academic growth is directly affected by the type of
school program in which they are enrolled. These researchers found that full time
programs with differentiated curriculum provided gifted students with significant
academic growth. These students were found to be up to half a year ahead of their
counterparts in the mixed ability setting at the primary school level and up to one third of
a year ahead at the high school level (Kulik& Kulik, 1982, 1984, 1987; Rogers, 1991,
2002, 2007).
There is a paucity of research that addresses the affective outcomes that these
different types of school settings produce. This may be due to the fact that cognitive
outcomes for these types of school settings have been seen as more valuable indicators of
1
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program effectiveness than affective effects (Coleman, 1995). Coleman (1995, 2005)
however, has found that many of these specialised settings are able to create unique social
contexts that may play a far greater role in the talent development process than previously
acknowledged. Coleman defines social context as the existence of a qualitative change in
the setting which elevates the experiences of the participants beyond that of a
conventional educational milieu. When this state or condition is reached in any setting,
students` learning is magnified (Coleman, 1995, p.172). Indeed Coleman’s (2005) US
study of an academic selective high school discovered the existence of this atypical type
of social context. Students at the school came from a variety of cultural backgrounds and
had different social and academic needs. They were, however, able to get along well
together and form a unified, positive social environment in which no one perceived
herself or himself left out. Unfortunately, the type of social context created in many
traditional school environments has not often been reported in the research, as accepting
of difference (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Cross, 1997, 1999; 2004; Gross, 2004). Gifted
children, with their atypical academic development, therefore, have often emerged in the
research, as being at a distinct disadvantage (Gross, 2000; Silverman, 2000). Indeed,
research in this area has found that gifted children are likely to perceive that being
different from peers negatively impacts their social relations with important others in the
school environment (Gross, 1996, 1998b). As a result they may engage in a variety of
negative coping strategies in an effort to manage their gifted identity (Coleman & Cross
2005; Swiatek, 2001a). Coleman and Cross’s US research proposed that social coping
strategies range across a broad spectrum from those gifted students that maintain a high
visibility position in the school environment, for example, the class clown, to the
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disidentifiers that purposefully disengage from their gifted label, such as the high school
dropout. These and other researchers perceived that the instigation of strategies by gifted
students can adversely affect not only their psychosocial, but also their overall personal
development (Coleman & Cross, 2005).
There is, however a paucity of research of the gifted child’s social and emotional
experiences in the specialised school environment, especially at the primary school level.
This study attempts to fill the knowledge gap by exploring the social contexts of three
different types of specialised school settings that purposefully catered to their gifted
populations` needs. The phenomenological framework of this study should illuminate the
experiences of gifted children through their personal descriptions of their lived
experience in these types of school environments. There is potential for educators to
benefit from this study, as it aims to identify the social and emotional outcomes and
support systems that contribute towards a positive social context in the specialised school
setting. This study also attempts to gain insight into whether gifted primary aged girls and
boys experience differently the social context of schools that provide them with extension
classes. This may help educators to better predict and prepare for the types of social
coping strategies used by these students.
The questions for this study grew from my experience with gifted students, not
only through my work as a gifted co-ordinator and researcher, but also as a mother of two
gifted children. While I perceived that vast strides had been made in many NSW schools
regarding the academic needs of gifted children, I was interested to discover whether this
had translated into an awareness of their social and emotional needs. I was also
interested to discover the type of social context these schools created, as previous
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research undertaken by Coleman (2005) had suggested that some specialised school
environments were able to create unique social contexts where gifted students flourished
academically, socially and emotionally.
I perceived that this area had been largely neglected in the research, especially at
the primary school level; therefore, a formal investigation was timely. I decided to gain
insight about the specialised learning environments from the children themselves, as
limited research in this area indicated that their perceptions were often overlooked (Cross,
Coleman & Stewart, 2003).

Significance of this Study
While there is a wealth of information on the cognitive outcomes of the specialised
educational setting, there is a paucity of research on its social and emotional outcomes for
the child (Rogers, 1991, 2005; Vaughn, Feldhusen & Asher, 1991). It has been theorised
by many gifted education researchers that the specialised educational setting would
benefit academically advanced students affectively, as they would be removed from
many of the stresses they come across daily in the traditional school environment, such as
the need to change their language in order to be understood by peers. Studies that have
addressed affective outcomes of these types of learning environments have
predominantly focused on motivation or self concept levels (Marsh & Hau, 2003; Plucker
& Stocking, 2001). They have also generally followed a quantitative approach, with very
few studies being carried out from a phenomenological perspective. Conclusions then, on
experiences of gifted children in the specialised environment, have tended to concentrate
on the outsider’s, rather than the insider’s perspective, which has meant that gifted
students’ perceptions have largely been ignored.

4
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An extensive review of the research has also suggested that most of the studies
have concentrated on gifted students in specialised settings at the high school level. The
voices of gifted primary students in this type of learning environment have therefore
remained relatively unheard, with the exception of a phenomenological study carried out
by Cross, Coleman and Stewart (2003) at a primary magnet school in the United States.
This study is also significant in that it was carried out in the context of the NSW
educational system. An extensive search of the literature found no other
phenomenological study that focused on the experiences of gifted primary aged students
in the specialised educational environments in the Australian setting.
This study should assist educators and policy makers to better meet the
psychosocial and emotional needs of these students. The description of the types of social
and emotional support systems and affective outcomes that contribute to optimal social
context should also prove valuable to educators endeavouring to provide positive learning
environments for their schools` gifted population.

Objectives
The objectives of the study are:
•

to understand the lived experiences of gifted primary school students in school
environments that purposefully attempt to cater to their atypical academic
need.

•

to arrive at an understanding about the types of social contexts specialised
educational environments create and their subsequent social and emotional
outcomes.
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•

to investigate whether primary aged gifted girls and boys experience the
specialised educational setting in the same way or differently.

Research Questions
In this phenomenological study the researcher sought to investigate the lifeworld
of academically advanced students placed in schools that actively sought to cater to their
atypical academic needs. The following questions were formed in an attempt to explore
this phenomenon.
1. How do primary aged gifted students experience the social contexts of schools that
actively seek to cater to their atypical academic needs?
2. What differences exist in the way gifted girls and boys experience the social context of
schools that provide them with extension classes?
3. What are the affective outcomes for this type of school environment and how do they
relate to gifted children’s experiences of being gifted in a school that actively seeks to
cater to their atypical academic needs?

Purpose
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the type of social
contexts some schools create when they attempt to cater to their academically advanced
students’ intellectual needs. Coleman’s (2005) research has found that the atypical social
context many gifted students experience in this type of setting positively impacts the
learning process. A thorough investigation of the research found that the types of social
contexts these educational environments create are not well known. There was also a
nominal amount of research addressing specialised school settings from a gifted student’s
perspective, academic research in this area being largely carried out from the outsider
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academic perspective. These few studies were also carried out from an American rather
than Australian perspective, the lived experiences of Australian gifted primary aged
students in the specialised setting being generally ignored in the research literature.
This thesis addresses a knowledge gap in educational research, as it not only
considers the experiences of a previously neglected group and school environment, but
also considers both the insider and outsider perspective. Knowing more about this
phenomenon and its affective outcomes are important for an understanding of what
schools with advanced programming provide. This includes the types of social contexts
they create, as well as the potential link between the affective outcomes they produce and
the learning process.

Overview of the Thesis
The first chapter introduces the background of this study, its purpose and
significance. The second chapter addresses and synthesises relevant research literature
that is associated with this study and upon which this study is largely based. The third
chapter describes the methodological context of the study; it gives a brief outline of
phenomenology, its historical development, various approaches and key characteristics. It
concentrates on transcendental phenomenology, the approach used in this study, paying
particular attention to the phenomenological procedures used by Moustakas (1994).
Chapter 4 describes the methods used in this study and includes the research questions
that guided the study, participant and school selection procedures and descriptions, the
phenomenological interview and interview schedule, as well as an overview of how data
were collected, analysed and synthesised. In Chapter 5 the findings from this study are
presented in a narrative form, following the phenomenological tradition. These include
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the individual and composite textural descriptions, structural outlines, as well as
observations from each school. Chapter 6 discusses the findings, relating them to the
literature review and addressing the research questions. Chapter 7 presents a discussion of
the transferability and limitations and conclusions of this study.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The Impact of Social Context on Psychosocial Development
Research has indicated that it is on beginning organised schooling that many
gifted children first realise that they are different from other children (Coleman & Cross,
2005; Gross, 1998b, 2000; Porter, 2005). It is at this point in their development that they
have the opportunity to compare themselves to a substantial number of children in their
age group. If their school peers do not accept difference, gifted children quickly learn that
to have normal social relations and to make friends, they may need to mask their atypical
abilities (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Cross, Coleman & Terharr-Yonkers, 1991; Gross,
1998b, 1999b, 2000; Swiatek, 2001a, 2002).
Gifted children are often able to hide their differences effectively through the use
of various coping strategies, perhaps because giftedness, unlike race or a physical
deformity is not readily detectable (Cross, Coleman & Stewart, 1993, 1995, 2003;
Swiatek, 2001a, 2002). Many gifted students, however, find that giftedness is just as
stigmatising as any other difference from the norm, as can be seen in the following quote:
Being one of the smarties isn’t easy. Actually, it is on the same wavelength to some
people as a man with one leg; it’s a social handicap and everyone stares (AAGC, 1978
in Coleman & Cross, 2005, p.174).

Social Coping Strategies
The Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm
Coleman (2001, 2005), through his ethnographic and phenomenological study of
gifted children in the US, noted that when gifted children become aware that their unique
9
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abilities could lead to the formation of social barriers with their peer group in certain
school environments, they purposefully begin to manage information about themselves.
Coleman (1985) proposed the Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm to illustrate this process.
This paradigm can be divided into three parts: 1) gifted children develop coping
strategies in an effort to gain normal social interactions with same age peers; 2) gifted
children perceive that they will be treated differently by others once they become aware
of their advanced abilities; and, 3) gifted children become aware that they are able to
control information about themselves in order to gain greater social freedom (Coleman &
Cross, 2005; Cross, 2004).The instigation of coping strategies by gifted children may not
reflect unstable behaviour, but instead an effort to cope with and fit into a society that
does not willingly accept difference (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Robinson, Reis, Neihart &
Moon, 2002). The strategies that gifted children use to downplay their abilities, such as
deliberately not answering questions correctly in a test or in class, can affect their overall
development.
Some forms of underachievement have been recognised by researchers as a type
of coping strategy (Buescher & Higham, 2003; Cross, 1997, 1999, 2004; Kerr & Cohn,
2001). This will be discussed extensively in the section ‘The Continuum of Visibility’.
The Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm reflects a very different view of the
experience of giftedness to the one reported in earlier research by Terman and his
colleagues (Terman, 1925 in Coleman & Cross, 2005). Terman`s research in the 1920s in
the US confronted negative images many held of the gifted child. The gifted child, before
publication of Terman`s research, was often viewed as being both mentally unstable and
physically weak. This view gave way to one in which the gifted child was perceived to be
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a picture of physical health and mental stability as well as intellectual advancement. This
perception of the gifted child proved difficult because it has tended to mask social and
emotional problems some gifted children experience in their school environments as a
result of differences from peers. The Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm may provide a better
understanding of the types of strategies some gifted children choose to employ in order to
cope with their differences from others.

The Continuum of Visibility
The types of strategies gifted children employ to manage information about
themselves can be viewed on a continuum, such as the one developed by Coleman and
Cross (2001, 2005) US study. These researchers labelled this the Continuum of Visibility.
At the one end of the continuum is the label ‘high visibility’, while at the other end is the
label ‘disidentifying’. The middle section is called ‘blending in’.
Gifted students who employ the ‘high visibility’ strategy make their giftedness
known. They do not hide their difference and their giftedness is easily observable. This
can include children who have comfortably accepted their difference as part of who they
are and are open and unassuming about it, as well as those who choose to flaunt it. Some,
for example, choose to act in an arrogant manner or take on the role of class clown.
Brandenn Bremmer and Norbert Weiner could both be described as taking the
high visibility position. They were both identified as being highly intelligent when they
were very young and both succeeded far beyond the norm academically at a very young
age (Keating, 1976). Brandenn could read at the age of two, drive the family tractor at the
age of 4 and at the age of 6 was enrolled in a high school long distance history course,
becoming their youngest graduate. He took piano lessons and at the age of 9 released his
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first CD. At 14 he entered college to study an introductory biology class. Brandenn was
well known throughout Nebraska in the United States as a child prodigy (Konigsberg,
2006).
Norbert Weiner was also from the United States and like Brandenn stood out at a
young age as a highly unusual young man. Weiner entered college at the age of 11 years
to study mathematics and at the age of 14 went to Harvard, where he received his PhD at
the age of 18. At 21 Weiner lectured at Harvard and went on to teach mathematics at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Keating, 1976).
Despite their childhood successes and recognition as child prodigies by their
community, these individuals unfortunately had very different life stories. Norbert
Wiener grew up to become a leader and pioneer in the field of electronics and Brandenn
Brenner never reached adulthood, committing suicide as a teenager. These life stories
highlight the fact, that like all individuals in life, similar characteristics and abilities do
not automatically lead to the same outcomes. Therefore even though both these
individuals could be classified as taking the high visibility position their behaviour and
experiences were very different.
The blending-in strategy has been found to be the most common strategy used by
gifted children, particularly in adolescence, when they are more likely to perceive it to be
very important to be similar to their peers (Buescher & Higham, 2003; Coleman, 2001;
Cross & Coleman, 2005; Silverman, 2000). The blending-in strategy can take various
forms and is influenced by the types of social encounters gifted children have
experienced in their school environment. They may, for example, change their language
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to sound like their peers, be evasive about their past accomplishments, or choose not to
hand in assignments (Coleman, 2001; Cross & Coleman, 2005; Halsted, 2002).
Many researchers have found that gifted girls are particularly adept at using the
blending-in strategy, as generally they tend to value the needs of the group over their own
independence and development (Kerr, 1996; Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003; Siegle & Reis,
1998). Silverman’s (2000) US study noted that this strategy is generally used particularly
well by girls as they are able to learn to read social cues from a young age and become
accomplished imitators. Silverman (2000) used the analogy of the chameleon to illustrate
how effective gifted girls are at blending in with the group. In her research, Silverman
(2000) recounted the case of a gifted preschooler who read at a grade 3 level, but
purposely hid her abilities from her teacher and peers in an effort to maintain her
friendship with a classmate who was performing below the class average. The mother
discovered what her child was doing at a parent-teacher interview when she was told that
her daughter was performing below the class average in reading and was in the low prereading group (Silverman, 2000).
Other researchers have found that gifted boys are just as likely to deny their gifts
and use this coping strategy in order to gain peer acceptance (Hebert, 2001, 2004; Kerr,
2000; Kerr & Cohn, 2001). Gifted boys have been found to hide their abilities purposely
and underachieve as a form of image management (Kerr & Cohn, 2001). This occurs
most frequently in adolescence when gifted boys realise that their peers no longer value
academic acumen (Kerr, 2000; Kerr & Cohn, 2001). It is at this point in a boy’s
development that the macho culture may play a predominant role. Hebert (2004) US
study illustrated the effect of the macho culture on the life of two gifted high school boys.

13
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In one case study, he referred to a boy named Ben who chose to hide in the boys’ locker
room rather than claim a creative writing prize in front of his peers. The same boy,
however, had no such qualms when it came to sports awards and was happy to receive his
peers’ recognition when he swam for the high school swim team (Hebert, 2004). Ben was
clearly influenced by his peers’ anti-intellectual behaviour, preferring to highlight his
athletic rather than his academic ability. Athletic capability has been found in the
research to be a major contributor to boys’ social success and acceptance by peers as it is
part of the masculine identity (Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003; Norman, Ramsay, Roberts &
Martray, 2000; Silverman, 2000; Swain, 2005). The underachievement and blending in of
boys such as Ben may have more to do with gender role messages than with lack of
motivation.
The social context of the school plays an important role in this process as the male
students may either interpret giftedness as acceptable or unacceptable to the masculine
identity. If it is unacceptable, the gifted boy may have to choose between developing his
talents and risking social isolation from his classmates or conforming to group pressure
and camouflaging his abilities. Research undertaken by Kerr and Cohn (2001) in the US
found that gifted boys preferred to withstand the nagging of their teachers and parents
rather than experience teasing by peers: Kids rag their clever and intelligent schoolmates.
I know some examples from my primary school when schoolmates ragged two friends of
mine until they broke them... But if gifted kids lived in a system where everybody
supported them and everybody liked their intelligence, they would have no reason to deny
it (Urban, age 14, in Galbraith & Delisle, 1996, p.42).

14
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‘Disidentifying’, the third position on the continuum, encompasses the group of
children who purposefully distance themselves from anyone or anything to do with
giftedness. They may, for example, befriend children in a subgroup that is completely
opposite to the stereotypical view of the gifted child (such as the child that always has his
or her nose in a book and is not interested in sports or social activities). Hebert’s (2004)
description of a gifted middle school boy named Gabe is a good example of the
disidentifying position. Hebert related how Gabe preferred to spend all his free time at the
skateboard park in an effort to present himself as a daring skateboarder rather than as a
successful student to his peers. Another example of a gifted child taking up the
disidentifying position is illustrated in the research undertaken by Grantham and Ford
(1998) in the US. These researchers carried out a case study on the experience of an
underachieving African American girl named Danisha enrolled in a largely Caucasian
gifted program. Danisha found it both socially and culturally difficult to be identified as
gifted at school and therefore disidentified from the label in an effort to gain the
acceptance of her African American peers. Although teachers at the school wanted
Danisha to take on a leadership role amongst the African American students at the school,
Danisha refused this position, as she perceived that if she appeared judgemental of their
behaviour she would no longer be perceived positively by her African American peer
group.
Cross, Coleman and Stewart (1995) used the continuum as part of their research
in the US to explore the psychosocial diversity of gifted adolescents. A questionnaire was
administered to 1,465 gifted students attending a summer residential program, with 484
of them falling at the extreme ends of the continuum. This study differed from much
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previous research in that it did not group all gifted students together; rather it recognised
the psychosocial diversity of gifted students. It endeavoured to do this by dividing a
group of gifted adolescents into two subgroups: (1) those that accepted their academic
difference from their peers; and (2) those who were uncomfortable with their difference
and chose to deny their academic capabilities. Gifted students who chose to be open
about their academic difference from peers represented the high visibility position on the
continuum and those who chose to hide their academic abilities represented the
disindentifier position on the continuum. In this way the researchers were able to identify
the different perceptions the two groups had of themselves and important others in the
school environment.
Gifted students who took up the disidentifiers position felt teachers and peers saw
them as the same as their average classmates. These gifted students were more likely to
hide their giftedness and be less honest about their abilities, indicating that they most
likely realised that they were not the same as their classmates. They also tended to overly
emphasise their sameness and placed a high value on their social interaction with peers.
The high visibility students saw themselves as dissimilar and had very different social
responses to those students who saw themselves as the same, when presented with
common school social scenarios. They did not like participating in small talk, favoured
working alone, and took a greater interest in their education than the gifted students who
took the disindentifier position. The high visibility students asserted 2.5 times more than
those taking the disindentifier position that other students got in the way of their learning
(Cross, Coleman & Stewart, 1995, p.17). However, they also chose to use various coping
strategies when interacting with peers. For example, after test taking, they did not like to
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discuss their exam results with classmates. This result indicated that even though these
students saw themselves as different from their peers, they still valued their acceptance
and would use coping strategies in situations that they perceived as stigmatising.
Swiatek’s (2001a, 2002) US study findings were analogous to Coleman and
Cross’s research (2001,2005) in that she also found that gifted students were prepared to
use a variety of social coping strategies in social contexts that they believed were
unaccepting of difference. In these types of school environments, gifted students
purposefully managed information about their gifted identity that important others
received, in order to maintain normal social relations with peers. Research by Swiatek
(2001a, 2002) revealed that gifted students put into effect various strategies in order to
mask their ability, ranging from the use of humour to denial of giftedness.
Swiatek (2002) undertook one of a very few studies investigating the social
coping strategies of primary students. Swiatek (2002) recognised that many
developmental changes that usually occur at high school, such as changes in peer
relations, could in fact be occurring at a younger age in the gifted student population.
This recognition seems to correspond with previous research that has suggested that
gifted children’s emotional and social development is more likely to be in keeping with
their cognitive than their chronological age (Gross, 2002; Silverman, 2000; Porter, 2005).
Swiatek (1995) conducted an earlier study on social coping with high school
students and developed the Social Coping Questionnaire (SCQ). She modified this
instrument for the 2002 study and administered it to 311 gifted 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders
attending a summer program. Swiatek (2002) found that gifted primary students were
using many of the social coping strategies employed by gifted high school students. This
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set of behaviours was clearly illustrated when the social coping strategies uncovered in
Swiatek’s (2002) research were applied to Cross and Coleman’ Continuum of Visibility
(2005). Gifted primary students were using coping strategies that could be incorporated
into both ends of the continuum. For example, they chose to blend in by conforming to
their peer group’s expectations (Coleman & Cross, 2005).
There was, however, an important difference in Swiatek’s (2001a, 2002) findings
of how younger and older gifted students used social coping strategies. First, gender
differences were not as clearly defined at the primary level as at the adolescent level and
secondly, gifted children tended to focus more on popularity as they neared adolescence.
These findings resonated with earlier research that found many adolescent gifted girls
chose inclusion within a peer group over developing personal talents (Buescher &
Higham, 2003; Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003; Porter, 2005; Silverman, 2000). Swiatek’s
results, however, contradicted Buescher and Higham (1990) in that the latter found age
and gender to play far greater roles in the type of coping strategy gifted students chose to
use.
Swiatek’s (2002) findings regarding the use of coping strategies at the primary
school level should come as no surprise if one takes into account the myriad of social
situations that have the potential to highlight a gifted child’s difference in the school
environment. This could include social situations in which the gifted child changes his or
her language in order to be understood by peers (Silverman, 2000), or adapts to games
that would most likely be below his level of maturity (Gross, 1998b, 2002; Porter, 2005).
Billy, a 14 year old gifted boy, described how communication with same-aged peers
could be difficult for him: I have a lot of trouble relating to kids my age. It’s as though
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we are on a totally different wavelength. I prefer adult company over kid company
because I can contribute to their conversation without being thought of as strange for
knowing what is going on (Galbraith & Delisle, 1996, p.174).

Social Context in the Traditional School Environment
Gifted Boys
While gifted girls and boys have been found in the research to have many
common traits, both are expected to conform to social gender role expectations in the
traditional school environment (Silverman, 2000). Gender role expectations have been
found in the research to lead to different social expectations, for example research
undertaken by Kerr and Cohen in the US (2001) revealed that it was much more likely for
a gifted boy than a gifted girl to experience delayed entrance to kindergarten. The
practice known as ‘redshirting’ (e.g., gifted boys born near the cut-off date for
kindergarten admittance who started a year later) was found by these researchers to be
carried out in order to increase a boy’s chances of performing well athletically, as he
would be bigger and stronger than most of his team mates. Like all boys, gifted boys are
at risk of social isolation, if they do not demonstrate athletic ability to peers (Kerr &
Cohen, 2001; Herbert, 2004) and to be much more likely to be accepted by peers, if they
show athletic prowess (Silverman, 2000). Previous research also suggested that gifted
boys were further at risk, if peers perceived them as participating in activities viewed as
feminine in many traditional school environments, for example reading or study (Herbert,
2001, 2004; Martino & Blye, 2006; Smith, 2007). It is not surprising, then, that research
on extreme underachievement undertaken by Colangelo and Kerr (1993) in the US found
that 90% of underachievers in their study were male. Indeed the most common problem
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observed for gifted pre-adolescent boys at the guidance laboratory for gifted and talented
at the University of Nebraska has been underachievement, when a boy that has been
performing well in the past has for no apparent reason disengaged from the learning
process. Kerr and Cohen (2001) have labelled and described this process as the Bartleby
Syndrome. These researchers used the character Bartleby from a Melville novel to
illustrate this process. Bartleby in the novel, ‘Bartleby the Scrivener’, describes how a
hard working gifted scrivener who is taken for granted and ignored by his boss one day
simply stops producing, answering, ‘ I would prefer not to’ to all requests. Bartleby
eventually ends up in a debtor’s prison dying from hunger and neglect. Similarly
Bartlebly behaviours are seen to commence when mild-mannered, sociable, gifted boys
who have performed well academically in the past unexpectedly decide not to complete
homework or class tasks.
A gifted boy takes on Bartleby behaviours for several reasons, according to Kerr
and Cohen (2001). One reason may be to demonstrate independence from teacher control.
This may be more evident when the teacher is female, as boys at this stage tend to
separate from female authority figures. Secondly, after many years of enjoying success
without effort, gifted boys may perceive that they will never be offered a challenging task
which they can conquer in an effort to demonstrate their masculinity. Present society
often displays the masculine ideal in terms of a man who keeps on going even when it is
tough and achieves what seems to be impossible despite the odds (Kerr & Cohn, 2001).
This has been found especially with gifted boys who have been ‘redshirted’. Thirdly, the
macho culture at the school may be anti-intellectual and associate academic involvement
with femininity (Smith, 2007). The gifted boy may prefer to withdraw academically in
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order to avoid teasing from classmates and maintain his social ranking. Kerr and Cohn
(2001) concluded that this Bartleby Syndrome can best be avoided by providing gifted
boys with an academically stimulating and gender fair classroom environment. The gifted
boy would then have no need to instigate these underachieving behaviours.
Kanevsky and Keighley (2003) in the US found that boredom in the classroom
can also induce gifted boys to use humour as a coping strategy, severely testing the
student-teacher relationship. Garfunkel, a gifted 15 year old boy described how he used
his sense of humour to escape the monotony of his classroom: Boredom in school is just
sitting there when the teacher is babbling, listening to lectures…I’m being bored just
sitting there twiddling my thumbs, being class clown, figuring out ways to stump the
teacher. It’s agitating; it’s frustrating to be bored… (Garfunkel in Kanevsky & Keighley,
2003, p.6).
The stereotyping of boys as dominant, competitive, independent and physical can
adversely affect boys who do not follow this masculine image (Frawley, 2005). Gifted
boys have been found in the research literature generally to be more sensitive than their
average ability age peers and may, in primary school, prefer the company of girls.
Silverman (2000) perceived that this is due to girls having a higher level of social
development than average ability boys at this point in their development. Frawley (2005)
US study suggested that gifted boys’ unique social characteristics are unlikely to be
accepted by their male classmates, who are likely to tease and exclude the gifted boy
from their group. It is at this point that many gifted boys find it is in their best interests to
suppress their sensitivity and to align themselves instead with the culture of the school.
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Gifted Girls
Several researchers perceive that gifted girls are more like gifted boys than girls not
identified as gifted, in that they have similar outlooks, ambitions and interests (Kerr &
Foley Nicpon, 2003; Silverman, 2000). Gifted girls, for example, have been found to
often take part in problem solving activities, games and outdoor activities traditionally
associated with males (Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003, Porter, 2005). Gifted girls generally
are given the freedom to follow these pursuits in the first 10 years of their life, but due to
societal expectations this position can change once they reach adolescence (Kerr, 2000;
Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003; Silverman, 2000). Kerr (2000) US study suggested that this
alteration in societal perception occurs as gifted girls are generally expected at this point
to focus on becoming appealing, attractive mates and are therefore discouraged from
concentrating on their intellectual development. This societal expectation is supported by
the media and can be easily observed in teenage magazines, TV shows and
advertisements (Kerr & Foley Nicpon, 2003). Many of the qualities associated with
femininity can cause conflict for the gifted girl trying to develop her talents (Reis, 2001).
For example a certain amount of assertiveness may be needed to actively pursue and
explore interests, whereas girls generally are expected to be passive and dependent
(Clark, 2002; Coleman & Cross, 2005).
If gifted girls continue at this point to take on traits normally associated with males
and focus on their academic achievement, they run the risk of being labelled unfeminine,
which can lead them to become socially isolated (Clark, 2002; Reis, 2001; Silverman,
2000). This can cause confusion for the girls in adolescence about their role in the school
environment, as on the one hand they are told to perform to the best of their ability and
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take on the gifted role, but at the same time they are expected to behave in a gender role
stereotypical manner (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Cross, 2004 ). A gifted girls` confusion
over the reception of these mixed messages can be seen in the following: Caught in the
double- bind of being labelled talented, being told I can do anything… and at the same
time being told not to compete, not to try to run with the guys and not to show off, to be a
lady, I spent many years and much invaluable energy in the psychic bind of the talented
girl (Siegle & Reis, 1998, p.13).
Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of gifted girls can play a large role in the
recognition and development of their abilities. Recent research has suggested that gifted
boys generally are far more likely to be identified as gifted by their teachers than gifted
girls (Reis, 2001, 2003a). Siegle and Reis (1998) US study suggested that the reason this
occurs is that teachers perceive gifted girls as hardworking rather than gifted.
Unfortunately, this perception may lead gifted girls to believe that one does not have to
work hard if one is gifted, and the girls may, therefore, come to believe that they are not
especially intelligent (Silverman, 2000).
Gifted girls may be further disadvantaged. Sadker and Sadker (1994) US study in
over 100 grades 4, 5 and 6 classes found that boys dominated class discussions and
received more attention from their class teachers. Streitmatter (1994) US study suggested
that teachers are not purposefully favouring boys over the girls in their classroom, but
they are responding to the different types of classroom behaviours largely influenced by
society’s gender expectations exhibited by the boys and girls. Boys, for example, are
more likely to call out an answer than girls and have it recognised by their teachers,
whereas teachers expect more docile, less aggressive behaviour from girls (Frawley,
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2005, Streitmatter, 1994). According to Sadker and Sadker (1994) girls are also more
likely to be given the answer to their question by their teacher, whereas boys are guided
to solve the problem themselves. Kerr and Foley Nicpon (2003) perceive that gifted girls,
like all girls, may generally be disadvantaged in the classroom, due to these diverse
societal expectations.
Teachers’ over-attention to boys has been found to be particularly visible in maths
and science classes, which can be particularly harmful to girls gifted in these subject
areas. Gifted boys generally are perceived as having natural ability in these areas, while
girls are expected to do well in English studies (Gavin, 2003; Nelson & Smith, 2001).
International survey evidence, such as the Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (2003) and Programs for International Assessment (2003) indicated that
generally girls` mathematical self concept steadily declined as they progressed through
school, with the exception of girls tested in Hong Kong.

Peers Relations
The importance of children developing peer relationships has been seen in the
research as an important component of both academic and social development (Porter,
2005). Children have been found in previous research to usually to develop positive
relations with other children who are at a similar developmental level and who have like
interests (Gross, 2002; Porter, 2005).
Gross ( 2002, 2003 ) Australian study found that this task is likely to be made
especially difficult for the gifted child who attends a traditional school as this setting
tends to arrange students by chronological age rather than mental age. This method of
organisation would make it unlikely for a gifted child to meet peers at his or her social
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and intellectual developmental level. A gifted child, as a result, may be forced to play
with children who do not share his or her interests or skills and who probably do not have
the same friendship expectations (Gross, 2002; Porter, 2005). Gross (2002) suggested that
teachers may perceive a gifted child’s resultant difficulty in forming peer friendships as a
lack of emotional maturity, when, the opposite is the case. Gross (1994) Australian study
found that gifted students who had been accelerated had far better social lives compared
to those who had been forced to remain with age peers.
Gross’s (2002) research with 700 five to twelve year old children found that an
average child’s perception of friendship could be organised into different hierarchical
levels that were attached to mental rather than chronological age. In the initial stage,
which Gross (2002) named ‘Play Partner’; the friendship is centred in the sharing of toys
and playing together. The second stage, named ‘People to chat to’, involves the friends
conversing about topics of mutual interest outside the parameters of play. The third stage,
entitled ‘Help and Encouragement’, encompasses the friend offering help or
encouragement, but it is not yet seen as a reciprocal arrangement. By the fourth stage,
named ‘Intimacy and Empathy’, the friends are likely to care for each other and give each
other support. The final stage of the friendship hierarchy encompasses unconditional love
and acceptance by both children, and has been aptly named, ‘The sure shelter friend’.
Gross (2002) used this hierarchy to compare the different friendship expectations
of average ability children, moderately gifted and highly gifted children. Gross (2002)
suggested that mental age rather than chronological age influenced what children look for
in a friend, and that the gifted children pass much faster than average ability children
through the stages that she proposed in her friendship hierarchy .
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The Forced-Choice Dilemma
Gross refers (1998b, 2002) to the struggle between the gifted student attaining
academic excellence or friendships with same age peers as the ‘forced choice dilemma’.
Gross (1998b) believed it may be the greatest psychosocial challenge that the gifted child
has to face, for if they desire social acceptance, they may need to deny their academic
abilities and if they develop their academic abilities they may face social isolation (Gross,
1999b, 2002). The large dropout rate for gifted youth referred to later in this chapter may
support Gross’s theory that many gifted youth are not succeeding in either creating
intimate relationships with their peers or being supported enough academically to achieve
their potential in the mixed ability school environment (Gross, 2002).

Impact of Atypical Moral Reasoning on Peer Relations
Gross’s (1998b, 2004) and Howard-Hamilton and Franks’ (1995) research
suggested that the gifted child is also likely to progress more rapidly through the various
levels of moral reasoning than the average child. These researchers suggested that the
difference in moral reasoning between gifted children and their same age peers generally
can cause the gifted child to be misunderstood and alienated from his or her peers.
The above research indicates that gifted children not only can differ intellectually
from same age peers, but also have disparate interests, friendships and moral
expectations. Gifted children being schooled in a mixed ability classroom may be forced
daily to confront these and other differences from their same-age peers. Research has
indicated that unless their differences from the norm are explained to them, they are
likely to perceive themselves negatively and believe that there is something wrong with
them (Halsted, 2002; Porter, 2005; Silverman, 2000). This can negatively affect their
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social self concept, as gifted children in a mixed ability classroom were found generally
to have lower levels of social self esteem than gifted children in an academically selective
school setting, where their difference from the norm was not so noticeable (Gross, 1997;
Shields, 1995).
A gifted girl named Elizabeth described how being different from her same age
peers made her feel socially alienated before she was accelerated: I think I would have
kept my mind intact, but only with a very small narrow channel through which my
thoughts could be communicated to the outside world. I was building a fortress around
myself and I think it would have continued growing and growing, setting me further and
further apart from the rest of the world, making the world more of a stage for me to
watch and try and make my life alone in the castle (Gross, 1999b, p.15).
In order to avoid social isolation, gifted children may perceive that it is better to
deny their own needs and interests and instead gain peer acceptance by blending in with
their peers. The research indicates that gifted girls are likely to be particularly susceptible
to this process (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Silverman, 2000).

Teacher-Student Relations in the Traditional School
Gifted students tend not to fit into the traditional classroom environment, which
can put a strain on teacher-student relations. Coleman and Cross (2005) argued that a
classroom teacher is likely to perceive that her classroom is operating successfully when
pupils are achieving at grade level, obeying classroom rules and listening attentively to
classroom lessons. Gifted students may not fit these teacher expectations as they have
generally been found in the research to operate academically several years above grade
level (Coleman & Cross, 2005). Gifted children, therefore, may be put into the difficult
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situation of either letting the teacher know that the work is too easy for them, or
remaining silent about their advanced knowledge. For example, if gifted children make
their expertise in an area known, they may run the risk of being perceived as a threat by
the teacher, who may interpret this action as a challenge to authority (Coleman & Cross,
2005; Reis, 2003b). On the other hand, if a gifted student conceals familiarity with the
topic, she or he is likely to remain bored and become frustrated for the rest of the course.
A gifted student aptly described this experience as attending, a permanent slow-motion
movie (Robinson, 1996, p.131).
This situation may result in problems with classroom behaviour, with gifted
children becoming distracted or resentful that they are expected to take an active part in
class activities well below their knowledge level. Rimm (2003) perceived that the result
of this type of behaviour is that teachers are unlikely to identify them as gifted, often
misdiagnosing them as suffering from Attention Deficit Disorder or as having a discipline
problem.

Teachers and the Importance of Instruction Level
Bloom’s (1985) longitudinal study in the US of eminent individuals indicated that
gifted students were unlikely to develop to their true potential unless they had access to
an educational program that took into account their unique abilities. Unfortunately,
several researchers have suggested that many gifted students do not have their learning
needs met in the typical classroom and rarely experience challenge, which does not bode
well for their involvement in the talent development process (Archambault, Westberg,
Brown, Hallmark, Emmons & Zhang 1993; Gross, 1999a; Moon & Rosselli, 2000).
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Westberg, Archambault, Dobyns and Salvin (1993) sent questionnaires to 3,993
3rd and 4th grade teachers across the United States working in both the private and public
school sectors. From the 50% response rate, they established that these teachers, in
general made only minor adjustments to the gifted students’ curricula. The researchers
perceived that these results were partly due to the lack of gifted teacher training provided
to these teachers, with 61% never having attended staff development in gifted strategies.
Gross (1999a) has suggested that many teachers in Australia, like their counterparts in the
United States, have not received training in gifted education.
Reis and Westberg (1994) US study found that once teachers had received
training in gifted educational strategies such as curriculum compacting, they were
successfully able to remove 42% to 54% of the content that they had previously taught to
advanced students. This result supports previous research findings that have indicated
that many advanced students were already familiar with up to 50% of the material taught
before they had even entered the classroom (Reis, 2003b; Renzulli & Reis, 1992).
Jim, a gifted high school student, described how he dealt with a curriculum that
he already knew: I tune out and wander to something else. I can do this a lot, but then I
feel like school is just a waste of time. You probably could graduate after maybe 7th grade
because the stuff is repeated so many times in so many classes. I mean how many times
do I have to do fractions before someone figures out that I already know that (Schultz,
2000, p.118).
According to Seeley (1993) 15% to 40% of gifted children are at risk of
underachieving at school. Current research has found that this result may be even higher,
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as VanTassel-Baska (2000) US study has estimated that more than 63% of gifted students
do not perform to their true level of academic potential.
Underachievement by gifted students has been recorded for several years in
Australian research as well. For example, the 1988 Senate Select Committee on Gifted
and Talented Report asserted that up to half of the gifted school population was
underachieving and concluded that gifted children were amongst the most educationally
underserved groups in the country (Senate Select Committee, 1988). In the more recent
Senate Select Committee Report (2001) McGuigan indicated that up to 15% of gifted
students drop out of school before completing Year 12. Research undertaken by Vialle
and colleagues (2007) in the Catholic school system in Australia indicated that many
gifted students may have been underachieving without their teachers’ knowledge, as they
were performing well academically in the confines of the heterogeneous classroom, but
not necessarily at the level at which they were academically capable.
Research has found that underachievement due to lack of academic challenge
may not only affect gifted children’s academic growth, but their affective development as
well (Cross, 2004; Gross, 2003). According to Cross’s (2004) US study the most frequent
reason that gifted students were sent for testing at the psychological clinic at Ball State
University was a negative change in their behaviour at school. Cross (2004) perceived
that this behavioural change was largely due to the gifted children’s frustration at being
continually forced to adhere to a curriculum well below their developmental level. Indeed
Vialle and colleagues` (2007) research found that gifted students were more likely to feel
sad than their average ability peer counterparts in the heterogeneous classroom despite
the fact that their teachers perceived them as being well adjusted.
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Other affective outcomes such as the gifted children’s feelings of self-worth have
also been found to be negatively impacted by lack of challenge. Teachers may
unwittingly add to gifted children’s loss of self-worth by praising them for work into
which they have not put much effort. Unfortunately, an unchallenging curriculum can not
only damage a gifted child’s self-worth, but can also encourage her or him to seek the
easy path and work well below his or her true potential (Siegle & McCoach, 2001;
Winebrenner, 2001).
Another negative consequence of gifted children being given an unchallenging
curriculum may be their failure to develop important study and note taking skills
(Genshaft, Greenbaum & Borovsky, 1995; Siegle & McCoach, 2001). This can
unfavourably impact self-efficacy when they finally do face academic challenge in high
school or university (Gross, 1997; Reis, 2003; Rimm, 2003). This was found to be the
case in Reis’s (2003) US study with gifted underachieving high school students who
believed that if they had been challenged in primary school, they would have learnt selfmanagement skills that would have assisted them to cope better with the academic rigours
of high school. Data collected in this study through qualitative interviews found that these
students had been forced to sit through years of an unchallenging primary school
curriculum and had not been taught ‘school work habits’ or self-discipline in their school
or home environment (Reis, 2003).

Teachers’ Recognition of Students’ Strengths and Learning Styles
A positive social context in the classroom has been seen to be influenced by the
teacher’s recognition of gifted children’s atypical learning needs as well as their
individual interests, goals and learning styles (Coleman, 2005; Croft, 2003; Rayneri,
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Gerber & Wiley, 2003). Failure to acknowledge these differences in gifted students has
been found to contribute to student underachievement (Herbert, 2001; Kanevsky &
Keighley, 2003). Kanevsky and Keighley (2003) found that the gifted students in their
study were disappointed with their high school learning as they perceived the school
environment as uncaring, inflexible, teacher-centred, offering no choice, unchallenging,
and generally textbook based. A participant in this study described the primary school
Challenge Program as the type of learning environment she desired: It wasn’t the teacher
telling us what to do. It was more like things we discovered on our own that the teacher
didn’t even know about and that was a good feeling. It was really fun that we could do
that, to know that we figured it out on our own, like sort of a teamwork thing. That was
really interesting (Jill age 17 in Kanevsky and Keighley, 2003, p.5). This quotation aptly
describes the type of learning environment that has been identified in the research as
appropriate for a gifted student (Coleman, 2005; VanTassel-Baska, 2003).
Coleman and Cross (2005) believed that gifted students will not become involved
in academic risk-taking unless they view the classroom environment as an accepting one.
If they perceive the classroom environment to be supportive, gifted students are likely to
become involved in the learning process without fear of put-downs from their peers or
teachers. This type of environment does not occur automatically and specific steps need
to be taken to create it. Coleman and Cross (2005) argued that the classroom teacher
needs to ‘role model’ acceptance of diversity and promote an atmosphere in which
students cooperate rather than compete with each other. Winebrenner (2001) US study
went even further by asserting that competitive classroom environments may hamper
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academic risk taking and also inhibit the exchange of ideas and skills between gifted
students.
Coleman and Cross (2005) have also found that gifted students are often
confused by the mixed messages they receive from their teachers such as the teachers’
treatment of their area of interest. These researchers suggested that this occurs when
teachers believe it is in the child’s best interests to direct them away from an area of
strength to further develop an area of weakness. A gifted student may misinterpret his or
her teacher’s action and think that his or her area of interest does not have the teacher’s
approval. This may unfavourably affect the student’s self concept and development of
independent learning (Cross, 2004).
Cross (2004) found that some gifted students were also baffled by yet another
mixed message they received from teachers that told them to work hard, but not too hard
in their area of interest. Cross ( 2004) and Robinson (1996) have both suggested that this
message is often further confused by the additional belief that if one needs to work hard
to achieve in one’s area of academic passion, then one was probably never gifted in the
first place. This myth can encourage a gifted child to veer away from high level academic
courses offered at the high school level, opting instead for easier courses which guarantee
academic success (Winebrenner, 2001).

Importance of Teacher Training
Many teachers tend to believe the myth that gifted students can make it on their
own and require less care than the average student or a student operating below the class
average (Porter, 2005; Winebrenner, 2001). Such teachers are therefore unlikely to adapt
the curriculum to better suit gifted children’s needs, interpreting high grades as a sign of
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success in their classroom. Winebrenner (2001) found that teachers were often surprised
to learn that in spite of their gifted students’ high achievements they were likely to be
learning the least in their classrooms.
Gifted students generally require classrooms that provide them with academic
challenge and stimulation appropriate to their level of academic ability (Rogers, 2002;
VanTassel-Baska, 2003). Without these important curriculum factors being taken into
consideration, gifted students are likely to continue to be at risk for debilitating
conditions such as dysfunctional perfectionism, or to underachieve. These outcomes have
been found to endanger gifted students, putting them at risk for depression, dropping out
of school and, in severe cases, suicide (Cross, 2004; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).
Teachers who receive training in gifted education generally make positive
attitudinal changes towards gifted students and also gain increased confidence in being
able to meet the instructional needs of these learners (Gross, 1997; Rogers, 2002).
Teachers who have no experience in gifted education generally find it more difficult to
adapt the curriculum for their gifted learners and are not as successful in developing a
positive classroom climate for these students (Winebrenner, 2001).
According to Croft (2003), gifted students are able to discern the difference
between teachers who have been trained in gifted education and those who have not.
Gifted students perceived that teachers trained in gifted education were more likely to use
higher order thinking techniques, prefer student-centred rather than teacher-centred
classrooms, were more likely to encourage intrinsic rewards and operate more in the
manner of a mentor guiding their students instead of being conveyers of knowledge
(Croft, 2003; Mills, 2003; Tomlinson, 2001).
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Bloom’s (1985) study of eminent people concurs with current research that found
that gifted children preferred teachers who were well versed in their field and had a
passion for the subject that they taught. The eminent individuals in Bloom’s study (1985)
enjoyed working with teachers who were very knowledgeable in their field and held high
expectations for them. The challenging learning environments provided by these teachers
are expressed in the following: The teacher expected a lot, demanded a lot. But that was
what made it fun. You had to really work too. It was sort of like sports when the coach is
pushing you down the stretch and you were in good shape and it all felt good. I really
liked that (Bloom, 1985, p.376).
Bloom (1985) argued that once talented students have a firm understanding of
their talent area they require a very different learning environment than the one they
initially experienced. Bloom (1985) and other researchers in the field suggested that the
teacher should take on the role of mentor, acting as a guide to the student in modelling
both the affective and intellectual practices they are likely to encounter in their field of
talent (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Dai & Coleman, 2005; Tomlinson, 2001).

The Specialised Educational Environment
Cross and Coleman (2005) have suggested that gifted children’s experiences of
giftedness are strongly influenced by the type of educational setting in which they are
placed. A gifted child surrounded by similarly intellectual peers, for example, would be
unlikely to experience feelings of difference as strongly as a lone gifted child in a class
full of average ability peers. In this case, gifted children may resort to coping strategies
that may not be in their best interests for full cognitive development.
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Several gifted education researchers have theorised that schools that provide
extension courses and group academically advanced students together for instruction
offer gifted students learning environments in which their differences are accepted and
abilities developed (Neihart, 2007; Silverman, 2000). The gifted child in this type of
setting does not have to suffer stigmatisation, as they are not judged as having atypical
traits, as their social group shares similar abilities and interests. Negative coping
strategies are unlikely to be employed in this type of educational setting due to the
negation of these differences (Coleman and Cross, 2005). There has been very little
research carried out, however, on the social and emotional outcomes of the specialised
educational setting. Coleman (1995) has suggested that further research in this area is
needed, as he perceived that the outcomes of social context may prove to be a more
powerful argument for the creation of academic programs for gifted students than the
present well-researched cognitive results.
Indeed Coleman’s (2001, 2005) recent ethnographic and phenomenological
research at a residential high school and Cross, Stewart and Coleman’s (2003)
phenomenological study of a primary magnet school have provided good examples of
schools with academic extension programs that have created optimal social contexts for
gifted students. Gifted students in both environments believed that their differences were
accepted and that they were free to follow and respond to academic challenge without the
fear of being teased by peers. One of the students in the residential high school used the
metaphor of a rag quilt to describe how student differences were positively acknowledged
and joined together to form the school’s unique social system (Coleman, 2001, 2005).
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Cross, Stewart and Coleman (2003) found that gifted primary students attending a
magnet school also perceived that they were more accepted in the specialised educational
school environment. Some of the gifted students interviewed had experienced their gifted
label as stigmatising at past schools and believed that at the magnet school they were able
to be themselves. An important finding of this study was that gifted children who had
always attended the magnet school did not feel different from others, whereas students
who had attended other schools had felt stigmatised and different. Gross’s (1997)
Australian research findings support this result as gifted students attending an academic
selective school had higher levels of social self esteem than students attending a mixed
ability school setting. Zeidner and Schleyer (1999, p.700) Israeli study found that the
schools that provided their academically advanced students with extension programs
provided gifted students with a supportive and protective social environment, which
contributed to positive attitudes towards teachers, peers and the school environment.
There are, however, some researchers and educators in the field that have not perceived
this type of specialised educational environment as providing an optimal context for the
development of gifted children arguing that the mixed ability school best meets the needs
of these students (Craven & Marsh, 1997; Craven, Marsh & Print, 2000; Marsh, Chessor,
Craven & Roche, 1995).This issue will be further discussed in the next section of this
chapter.

The Impact of Educational Setting on Academic Self-Concept
Much of the argument concerning appropriate educational settings for gifted
children centres on the development of their academic self-concept, which has been
shown in some studies to drop when they are moved from a mixed ability school setting
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to a selective school with peers of similar ability (Marsh, Chessor, Craven & Roche,
1995; Marsh & Hau, 2003; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999). These researchers perceived this
drop in academic self-concept as damaging to the academic development of gifted
children (Marsh, Chessor, Craven & Roche, 1995), whereas others have argued that it
provides them with a more realistic perception of their level of academic ability (AdamByers, Squiller Whitsell & Moon, 2004; Gross, 1997, 1998a). This more realistic
appraisal of their academic ability may better prepare the gifted student for the
competitive world of higher education (Gross, 1997, 1998a; Greenspon, 2002; McCoach
& Siegle, 2003; Rogers, 2004; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999). Indeed Adam-Byers and
colleagues (2004) US study perceived that gifted students` ease at achieving top ranking
in the mixed ability school setting puts them at risk of developing motivation towards
performance rather than mastery.
Marsh, Chessor, Craven and Roche (1995) in their Australian study held a
different view; they questioned the positive benefits of gifted children attending full-time
gifted classes. These researchers used social comparison theory to underpin their
theoretical model of the Big Fish Little Pond Effect (BFLPE) with the school
environment as the frame of reference. They perceived academic self concept levels may
be influenced powerfully by the reference group within which a child is placed.
These researchers conducted two quantitative studies at the primary school level
to test comparisons of the BFLPE between gifted students attending an academically
selective school and those attending a mixed ability school. Students were matched by
age, gender and ability levels in these two environments. An important aspect of this
study was that academic self concept was viewed as multidimensional rather than
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unidimensional as had been the case in many past studies investigating self-concept
levels. A student’s academic self-concept in this study, therefore, could be separated from
non-academic self-concept. For example, a student could have a high academic selfconcept, but a low social self-concept.
Marsh (1995) and colleagues found in both their studies that gifted students in the
academically selective setting reported a drop in academic self-concept in comparison
with their counterparts in the mixed ability school. These researchers perceived that a
change in this component of self-concept occurred due to the educational placement of
the gifted students. The gifted students in the academically selective school were now
enrolled in a more competitive learning environment and no longer had average ability
peers with whom to compare their abilities. They were no longer assured of securing the
top academic position in their class, but now could just as likely to place at the bottom of
their class. The gifted students used their new comparison to re-evaluate their academic
ability.
Marsh carried out several more extensive studies with larger samples in this area
both in Australia and other countries and found similar results (Craven, Marsh & Print,
2000; Marsh & Hau, 2003). For example Marsh and Hau`s (2003) study with 100,000
high school students in 26 countries found that gifted students involved in selective
academic programs had lower academic self-concepts than those placed in regular
classrooms. These researchers, therefore, have concluded that selective academic schools
and programs are not a positive setting for all gifted students when positive academic
self-concept is correlated with successful academic achievement.
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Zeidner and Schleyer’s (1999) findings with 1,031 gifted Israeli students in
selective and mixed ability school environments with a weekly pull-out program
supported those of Marsh (1995) and colleagues regarding the BFLPE. These researchers,
however, stressed that when the academic self-concept levels of the gifted children
participating were compared to their average ability peers in the mixed ability classroom
they were still slightly higher or at worst at normal levels. Zeidner and Schleyer (1999)
suggested that a slight drop in academic self-concept was not necessarily a negative
ramification of the specialised educational environment, but rather could be viewed as
positively preparing gifted students for the competitive academic programs they might
seek entrance to in the future. Zeidner and Schleyer (1999) argued that several affective
outcomes besides academic self-concept need to be considered when evaluating the
effects of the specialised educational context. Their study examined several affective
outcomes, in addition to academic self-concept in specialised educational and mixed
ability school settings, such as peer and teacher relations, self-perceptions of the gifted
label and school attitudes. These researchers found that gifted students placed in the
academically selective school generally perceived their school’s social environment to be
more supportive than gifted students’ environments in mixed ability school settings and
overall had more positive attitudes to school.
Plunkett`s and Kronborg’s (2007) research at secondary high schools in Australia
mirrored Zeidner and Schleyer (1999) results, in that gifted students perceived that they
gained positive social benefits from their enrolment in the extension program Shield’s
(1995) US research has supported these findings. She compared gifted 5th grade students
who were placed in the selective school with those who were placed in a mixed ability
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school setting. Shields (1995) found that the gifted students in the specialised setting had
more positive outlooks towards school, had better teacher relationships and believed that
teachers held high expectations for them academically. These results are significant if one
takes into consideration the research findings of Siegle and McCoach (2001) US study,
which indicated that gifted students were less likely to underachieve in school
environments in which they had positive relations with their peers and teachers. Zeidner’s
(1999) and Shield’s (1995) studies seem to support the argument that appropriate
educational placement for gifted children is complex and that a decision cannot be
reached by judging the results of one affective outcome, i.e. academic self-concept level.
More studies will need to be carried out in this area that consider a variety of affective
outcomes such as self efficacy, independence and learning preferences and that take into
account both gender and ability level differences. The field may then have a better
understanding of the impact a specialised educational environment setting may have on
the affective needs of the gifted child.

Summary
In summary there is an abundance of literature regarding cognitive outcomes of
the gifted child in the specialised learning environment but the affective outcomes in this
type of educational setting are not well known. Socio-affective research has largely been
carried out up to this point with gifted children in traditional school settings. When
research has been carried out in this area it has also usually been with a quantitative
approach, and at the high school rather than the primary level. The intent of this research
then is to offer an insider perspective of how gifted students at the primary level in
specialised programs experience their school day. It is hoped that this research can
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increase educators` understanding of the types of social context specialised schools create
and their resultant social and emotional outcomes, for example attitude to school, as well
as peer and teacher relations, all of which have been seen in previous research to impact
the learning process (Vialle, Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2007).

42

lifeworld

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGIGAL FRAMEWORK
Introduction to Phenomenology
Phenomenology was the chosen methodology for this investigation, as the intent
was to describe the lifeworld of academically advanced students placed in schools that
actively sought to cater to their atypical academic needs. The understanding of the
lifeworld or meaning of everyday experiences to individuals is an important characteristic
of the phenomenological approach (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 2002; Morse & Richards,
2002). Through the participants` individual in-depth descriptions of this phenomenon, I
derived the essence of what it was like for them to be gifted in this type of school
environment. The phenomenological method of epoche (which is explained in greater
detail in the definition section of this chapter) allowed the participants` attitudes and
thoughts about life in the specialised school to be presented from their perspective,
without my own biases influencing the data (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998, 2002;
Schwandt, 2001).
The study of phenomenology has its roots in philosophy and has been studied in
various forms throughout history (Merriam, 2002, Moustakas,1994). Phenomenologists
are interested in the analytical and descriptive experience of phenomena by individuals in
their everyday world, the phenomenological term for this being the ‘lifeworld’ (Creswell,
1998). Phenomenologists, therefore, are more concerned with first hand descriptions of a
phenomenon than they are in resolving why participants experience life the way they do.
For example, a phenomenological study on anorexia, may concentrate on the experience
of what it is like to be an anorexic from the individual’s point of view and try to describe
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how he or she interprets the everyday world. Phenomenological research would
endeavour to capture the essence of the experience rather than measure the number of
anorexics or define anorexia’s causes. Phenomenologists are interested in all types of
human experience, which can include both the mundane, such as being at home (Buckley,
1971 in Moustakas, 1994) and dramatic experiences of everyday life, such as what it is
like to be abused as a child (De Koning, 1979 in Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenologists
perceive that human experience of the everyday world is a valid way to interpret the
world and they, therefore, reject the notion that the detached scientific empirical tradition
is the superior method of research (Schwandt, 2001). The phenomenon being studied is
not measured or defined through the lens of its accepted reality; rather an understanding
is sought of how the participants make sense of their everyday world.
Phenomenological research differs from other modes of qualitative inquiry, in that
it attempts to understand the essence of a phenomenon from the perspective of
participants who have experienced it (Moustakas, 1994). The focus, then, in this type of
research, is not on the participants themselves or the world that they inhabit, but rather on
the meaning or essence of the interrelationship between the two (Merriam, 2002). The
task of phenomenological researchers is to uncover the essence of the phenomenon they
are attempting to study. Phenomenological research has specific techniques that aid this
process, such as bracketing and imaginative variation (This will be discussed in detail
further in this chapter).
Phenomenology research can be confusing, as it is not only a research method, but
a philosophy. To complicate matters further, it does not consist of one unified
philosophy, but instead is made up of three disparate philosophies. It is therefore very
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important for a phenomenological researcher to state the approach she has selected for
research, as it impacts methodological procedures such as organisation and analysis of the
data.
The different philosophical approaches include transcendental phenomenology
founded by Husserl (1858-1938), existential phenomenology created by Merleau Ponty
(1908-1961) and heuristic phenomenology founded by Heidegger (1889-1976). While
these different phenomenological approaches have different philosophical postures, they
all follow four primary phenomenological concepts, these being description, reduction,
imaginative variation and essences (Moustakas, 1994). The following definitions of
phenomenological processes and techniques may be helpful in the understanding of how
data were collected and analysed in this study:

Definitions
Cluster of meanings Participant statements that address the phenomenon being researched
are first collected with repetitive and overlapping statements then delineated. The
remaining statements are clustered together into similar meaning units.

Duquesne School: This phenomenological method emerged from the psychology
department at Duquesne University and is the school followed in this study. It is based on
the philosophy of Husserl, which used to be called the descriptive method. Van Kaam
(1966) and Giorgi (1985) are phenomenological researchers from the Duquesne school.
They outlined specific analysis techniques that researchers could follow in order to carry
out phenomenological research.
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Eidetic Reduction: A term used in Transcendental Phenomenology, it is the process that
reduces the sense the researcher makes of the experience once her or his prior knowledge
and personal opinions have been bracketed.

Epoche/bracketing: The researcher purposefully sets aside any preconceived knowledge
or everyday beliefs he or she regards might be used to explain the phenomena being
investigated. This allows the researcher to listen and record the participant’s description
of an experience in an open and naïve manner.

Essential, invariant structure: Essences: A description of the underlying structures of the
phenomenon being investigated. It includes phenomena that are universal and are
experienced by all the participants. They are uncovered by the researcher through
analyses of the interview data, which contain the first hand experiences of the phenomena
described in detail by the participants.

Horizontalization: Is part of the phenomenological reduction process, whereby the
researcher gives equal value to all of the participants` statements. The researcher will
remove all repetitive statements as well as those that do not relate to the research
questions.

Imaginative variation: This is the third step in phenomenological research and follows
the process of phenomenological reduction. The function of Imaginative Variation is to
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take the varying perspectives of the participants and to unify them into structural themes
so that they represent the essences or underlying structures of the experiences.

Intentionality: This concept is central to all phenomenological doctrine and incorporates
the concepts of noema and noesis. Intentionality connects us as humans to the world
around us, as every conscious act involves an object. For example, when I use my
imagination I can see an object such as a bird flying up in the sky, when I use my vision I
can see a cloud or my computer screen. This also occurs when we remember something
such as a bouquet of flowers sent many years ago by a friend. Intentionality in the
phenomenological sense does not signify an action such as something we intend to do,
but rather it applies to the mental relationship we have with the world around us. By
recording the participants` descriptions of their relationships to the intentional world, the
phenomenological researcher is able to gain insight into how they experience the world
around them.

Lifeworld (German-Lebenswelt): Husserl (1970), the founder of phenomenology, coined
this term to describe our everyday self experience with the world around us. For the
participants in the study, this would relate to their experiences of everyday life in a school
that attempted to cater to their atypical academic needs.

Noema and Noesis: Every intentional experience consists of a noema and noesis. The
noema represents the objective experience of the object, whereas the noesis represents the
subjective experience. For example, if all research students attended a research lecture

47

lifeworld

once a week, the noema would constitute the ‘what’ of the lecture, whereas the noesis
would relate to how the different students perceived and experienced the lecture. In
phenomenological research, one therefore has to consider both the noema and the noesis
in order to understand the experiences described by the participants.

Phenomenon: The phenomenon is central to phenomenological research and denotes the
investigation of the everyday experience or concept being studied. In this study the
essences were sought on how academically advanced students’ experience the lifeworld
of schools that specifically cater to their academic needs.

Textural description: The textural description describes the ‘what’ of the experience from
the participants` perspectives. It includes many verbatim quotes to illustrate the
participants’ perspectives.

Transcendental phenomenology: This is the method developed by Husserl on which the
Moustakas phenomenological approach is based. This approach requires the researcher to
search for meanings by listening and reflecting rather than acquiring knowledge through
the use of scientific processes. In order to accomplish this approach, phenomenological
processes such as epoche, reflection, intuition and imaginative variation need to be
employed by the researcher.

Key Characteristics of the Phenomenological Approach
A key characteristic of phenomenological research is its rich, detailed descriptions
of the phenomenon being investigated. The description should present ‘how’ the
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participants experienced the phenomenon investigated rather than any preconceived
perception the researcher may have of the phenomenon being studied. The
phenomenological reduction process assists the researcher with this, allowing the
researcher to keep an open mind and listen in a receptive manner to the participants’
descriptions of the studied phenomenon process (Morse & Richards, 2002; Moustakas,
1994).
Imaginative variation is the methodological step that follows bracketing and
reduction in the phenomenological research process. The imaginative variation process
allows the researcher to uncover the structural themes sourced from the textural
descriptions, which were produced during the process of phenomenological reduction.
Imaginative variation requires the researcher to see the phenomenon from a variety of
perspectives, so that she can understand the essence of the participants’ experiences.
Finally, in the last step in the phenomenological process the researcher develops a
statement from the composite descriptions that reveals the essences of the phenomenon
being researched. Moustakas (1994) perceived that these essences are never truly
exhausted, but simply represent one researcher’s perspective at a particular time and
place.

Different Phenomenological Methods
Several authors (Bryman, 2001; Merriam, 1998) have presented phenomenology
as a single approach and failed to point out the differences and similarities between the
disparate phenomenological research methods. There appears to be a failure to grasp the
differences between the transcendental, hermeneutic and existential approaches. The
various schools and approaches that come under the umbrella of phenomenology were
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therefore investigated before the type of phenomenological method was chosen for this
study was selected.

Transcendental phenomenology
Husserl (1859-1938) is considered the father of transcendental phenomenology,
which forms the basis of all the other phenomenological methods (Schwandt, 2001). He
came from a mathematics and scientific background, but decided to pursue an education
in philosophy. He believed that the scientific, empirical approach should not be applied to
human subjects in psychology, as humans attached meaning to external stimuli and
therefore did not respond automatically (Moustakas, 1994). The results of research
carried out this way, Husserl asserted, would be skewed as key differences and constructs
were not taken into account. He therefore advocated a departure from science and a return
‘to the things themselves’ (Moustakas, 1994). Husserl perceived that the phenomena of
an object or ‘lived experience’ (everyday world) of an individual should be reflected on
instead, as this method captured the way a person experienced the world around him or
her, as well as his or her interpretation of reality (Merriam, 2002). Human consciousness
and the world were, in Husserl`s opinion, one and therefore could not be studied in
isolation from each other (Moustakas, 1994).
Husserl considered transcendental phenomenology to be a valid alternative to the
scientific method of research. He believed that by using the transcendental reduction
process one could delve deeply into consciousness and uncover the underlying structures
of a phenomenon. The reduction process devised by Husserl focused on the technique of
‘epoche’ or bracketing whereby a philosopher could purposefully set aside outside
prejudices and beliefs in order to gain a clear view of the phenomenon. Two other
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concepts that Husserl considered important in the understanding of transcendental
phenomenology were intentionality and the essences (Moustakas, 1994). Intentionality,
Husserl believed, represented the researcher’s conscious intent to investigate a
phenomenon. By consciously directing one’s attention towards an object, he perceived,
one could form a description of the phenomenon. In Husserl`s estimation, every
intentionality contained both a noema and noesis (see definition). By considering their
meanings, the underlying structure or essences of a phenomenon could be discovered.
Moustakas (1994) is a present day qualitative researcher that uses the
transcendental approach. His method of data analysis is discussed in detail below.
Hermeneutic and Existentialist phenomenologists built upon Husserl`s
interpretation of phenomenology to develop their own new schools of thought.

Methodology Used in this Study
Summary of the Moustakas Method of Phenomenological Data Analysis
The methodology used in this study was transcendental phenomenology adapted from
Moustakas`s (1994) method of data analysis. Transcendental phenomenology was chosen
for this study, as the researcher wished to express gifted children’s own individual
experiences in the schools that purposefully catered to their needs, rather than an outside
academic perception. The equal treatment of the objective (noema) and subjective
(noesis) drew this researcher to the transcendental method, as she perceived it would give
a balanced portrayal of the participants’ lifeworld. Moustakas`s clearly outlined steps and
systematic processes were also seen as a useful framework for carrying out
transcendental phenomenological research. While Moustakas`s detailed steps assisted the
researcher in keeping this study rigorous, additional changes were made in the data

51

lifeworld

collection and analysis steps to further ensure the accuracy of this study. These changes
are addressed under the next heading and in the data analysis section of this thesis.

Moustakas Phenomenological method (modification of the Van Kaam method)
Moustakas (1994) follows the transcendental phenomenological approach and his
method is largely based on the writings of Husserl. He presents two methods of data
analysis procedures, one being a modification of the Van Kaam (1966) method and the
other a modification of the Stevick (1971), Colaizzi (1973), Keen (1975) method of data
analysis. This study was largely based on Moustakas (1994) modification of Van Kaam`s
steps of data analysis, but also incorporated the researcher’s own modifications of the
phenomenological research method. In order to clarify and make transparent all changes
to Moustakas`s steps of data analysis, all of the steps are listed below, alongside the
changes made in this study.
•

Choose topic and formulate research questions.

•

Complete a comprehensive study of the research and professional literature.

•

Select participants who have experienced the phenomenon, ensure written consent is
obtained and permission is granted for the study to be published, confidentiality
should also be ensured.

•

Engage in in-depth, informal interviews with participants. The researcher engages in
epoche throughout the interview process, which entails purposefully putting aside
preconceived ideas and attitudes.

The data collection phase differed in this study at this point, as second interviews were
used to clarify and confirm the participants` experiences described in the first interviews.
Interviews were also carried out with key school personnel that had emerged as important

52

lifeworld

figures in the participant interviews, for example, the gifted co-ordinator and vice
principal at Bishop College. Staff members at the other two schools that took part in the
study were not interviewed, as they emerged as a group, rather than individual figures, in
these participants’ descriptions. Observations were also carried out on the playground and
in the participants’ classrooms in order to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’
descriptions of their lifeworld in the school environment.
•

Read each transcript several times and search for statements related to the
phenomenon studied. These statements are listed seperately and are referred to as
horizons.

•

The horizons are then examined for overlap and repetitive statements, as well as those
that do not correspond to the phenomenon being studied, which are deleted.

•

These statements become the invariant constituents and are clustered into similar
meaning units or themes. At this point the remaining statements are checked to ensure
accuracy against the original transcript.

•

Individual textural descriptions are written, using the invariant constituents and
themes for each participant. This description describes what the participants
experienced from their viewpoints and contains verbatim examples from the
transcript.

•

The individual structural descriptions for each participant use universal structures in
an attempt to explain what each participant experienced.

•

Composite structural descriptions are written, which integrate all the individual
structural descriptions together into a group structural description.
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•

Composite textural descriptions are written, which integrate all the individual themes
into a group textural description.

•

Synthesis of Composite Textural and Structural Description, which describes the
essences of the phenomenon researched.

The participants’ point of view is presented in the individual and composite textural
descriptions. For this step of the analysis individual themes are synthesised in order to
create individual textural descriptions which represent the experiences of each
participant. Common themes are then amalgamated to form composite descriptions for
each school. The essential structures of the phenomenon described by the participants in
the composite textural descriptions are then transformed into educational language, which
is analysed in order to address the research questions. Finally, the essences or the
invariant structures of the experience are presented, which defines the common essences
of the phenomenon studied.

Summary
This chapter has attempted to describe the phenomenological research processes
and procedures used in this dissertation. While a brief history of phenomenological
methodology, key characteristics and its various approaches have been outlined, the
researcher has concentrated on how data were collected, organised, analysed and
synthesised in this transcendental phenomenological study. Phenomenology provided an
appropriate research methodology for this study, as it provided processes and a
framework, whereby the experiences of gifted students in a specialised setting could be
explored.
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CHAPTER 4
METHOD
The method for this study largely followed the phenomenological research model
advocated by Moustakas (1994). Being phenomenological study, participants were
selected who had experienced the phenomenon researched. Lengthy narratives were
sought through open-ended questions in person to person interviews. Phenomenological
procedures such as ‘epoche’ were followed both during the recording and the writing of
the participants’ interviews to ensure that the researcher’s prior assumptions and biases
did not colour the interview. The data were organised and analysed following an
adaptation of Moustakas`s data collection and analysis steps.

Why Modifications were made to Moustakas`s Steps
While Moustakas`s methodology was, on the whole, a valid way to carry out
research for this study, some changes needed to be made to ensure the study was
rigorous. Firstly, once participants and schools that had experienced the phenomenon
being researched were found and listed they were randomly selected. Every child that
was initially selected participated in the study, with the exception of one St Mary`s
participant who failed to return their consent forms within the allocated time period. This
step was introduced in order to ensure that diverse perceptions of the school environment
were heard. Member checking, another procedure not advocated by Moustakas`s (1994),
but followed by Giorgi (1985) a psychological phenomenologist was also incorporated
into this study to ensure its validity.
The researcher perceived that Moustakas`s steps of data analysis suited this study
right up until the final stages of data presentation, as this approach allowed for the
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participants` individual voices to be heard. Moustakas`s (1994) methodology unlike
Giorgi`s (1985) approach presented the participants` individual experiences in the
textural stage of analysis, whereas Giorgi (1985) applies psychological language to the
meaning units in the initial stage of analysis. Moustakas`s approach rather than Giorgi`s
suited this study, as an important aspect of this study was to focus on the lifeworld
experiences of advanced learners in three different educational settings. Moustakas`s
methodology of forming the individual textural descriptions into composite textural
descriptions was found to be helpful in illustrating the disparate social contexts of the
three schools that took part in this study. Once I was secure in the knowledge that the
participants` perceptions had been clearly presented in the textural descriptions, I
perceived it was appropriate to apply educational language to the meaning units, an
adaption of Giorgi`s third step, which Moustakas`s final step of phenomenological
analysis then followed. The final step differed from Giorgi`s method in that the
synthesised meaning units reflecting the experience of the phenomenon described was in
educational rather than psychological terms, also the universal essences of the
experiences were exposed which was in keeping with the transcendental approach
followed by Moustakas (1994). This final step of analysis presented a structural
description that answered the research questions, as well as the common themes
experienced by all 27 participants. While this study has changed some of Moustakas`s
method and incorporated some aspects of Giorgi`s method of approach, it has adhered to
the underlying assumptions followed by the phenomenological research methods. For
example, it has adhered to key phenomenological processes such as bracketing; it has
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addressed both the noema and noesis and has sought to expose the underlying structures
of the phenomenon researched.

Setting
Schools that advertised that they accommodated their gifted populations’
academic needs through the creation of special educational programs were purposefully
chosen for this study. This study differed from many other phenomenological studies in
that individual schools were randomly selected from a listing of private schools in
Sydney with gifted programs. Private schools were selected for this study, as they offered
a variety of social contexts, as well as types of gifted programs and were happy for the
research to be carried out within the constricted time frame. Each school was then
contacted by telephone and after a conversation with its gifted co-coordinators, a date and
time was arranged for the commencement of the participant interviews. The three schools
were also assigned pseudonyms. A single-gender girl’s school, a single-gender boy’s
school, and a co-educational school were selected in order to account for possible gender
effects on social context.
St Mary`s School is an established Anglican private school for girls with over
nine hundred students. Both the primary and high schools are set on a two hectare
campus, which consists of well maintained gardens and a sea view. Old and new
buildings sit side by side reflecting the school’s long educational history in Australia,
spanning one-hundred and fifty years. The school offers a wide range of facilities such as
tennis courts, a swimming pool, computer rooms, two libraries, and a recording, drama
and dance studio.
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Bishop College, like St Mary`s, is a Christian, single-gender school with a long
educational history in Australia. Evidence of its 150 year history is found throughout the
high school campus, such as its memorial to students who died serving Australia in the
First World War and its main school building that dates back to 1861. The school also has
many modern day facilities. Most of these facilities, however, are sports orientated
offering students rugby union, soccer, swimming, water polo, volleyball, basketball,
athletics, cricket, cross country, rowing, and fencing. Bishop College consists of three
large campuses, made up of two primary schools and a high school that is a few minutes
walk from one of the primary schools. It had the largest school population of the three
schools involved in this study with 1500 boys attending the school.
Westerford school differs from St Mary`s school and Bishop College in that it is a
Jewish, co-educational school. It also has a much shorter educational history and smaller
student population with 700 students attending the school. The school has one campus
that houses both the primary and high schools. It does not have enough land to provide
the sporting facilities that a school like Bishop College provides. The school does have a
basketball court, but students need to walk to a nearby park for all other sporting
activities. There is, however, a theatre on campus, a large library and computer room that
serve both the primary and high schools. The school has two programs not offered by the
other two schools in this study, namely a laptop program and opportunity classes which
are available to students from Year 5.

Participants
Following the phenomenological tradition, participants were selected who had
experienced the phenomenon being researched (i.e. extension classroom experiences) and
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were willing to describe it in a tape recorded interview (Bryman, 2001; Creswell, 1998;
Moustakas, 1994). This study differed from many other phenomenological studies,
however, in that once participants had been found that experienced the phenomenon
researched, they were randomly selected from school records. This was done in order to
allow for greater generalisability of the results. Phenomenological samples do not usually
have a large number of participants, as the data collection process requires an in depth
study of human experience. However, such studies need enough participants to offer
different experiences of the phenomenon being studied (Moustakas, 1994). For this
phenomenological study, 27 academically advanced students who had experienced school
settings that actively sought to cater to their atypical academic needs. Nine students were
selected from the co-educational school, 5 girls and 4 boys respectively and 9 students
from each single gender school. The students selected were from Years 4, 5 and 6 and
were between 10 and 12 years of age. Participants were assigned pseudonyms which they
selected themselves. These names were attached to the interviews and used throughout
the various stages of data analysis and synthesis throughout this study

Selected Participants
St Mary`s School
Susannah was tall and arguably had a dancer’s frame. She loved to dance and
spent most of her afternoons and weekends studying ballet, jazz and modern dancing. Her
hair was blonde and pulled back from her face in a tidy ponytail with a thick, dark blue
ribbon. She sat with her hands neatly in her lap and spoke calmly with a strong voice.
Susannah was in the Year 6 class and was used to conversing with adults, it was her job
as head girl to show prospective parents around the school. She had also won the school’s
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public speaking competition two years in a row and was a member of both the creative
writing and English extension classes. Susannah was also a keen member of the school’s
debating team and advanced percussion group.
Tammy a petite girl, with an olive complexion and brown, shoulder length hair
was also in Year 6. She was extended to the top maths class and also took part in the
extension physics program. Tammy seemed slightly anxious at the start of the interview,
which was demonstrated by her hesitant speech. She also spoke very softly which made it
difficult to hear her at times. Tammy became more relaxed, however, as the interview
progressed and her voice became more animated, especially when she described the
school changes she had experienced in her move from London to Australia. She enjoyed
being active and played soccer most weekends for an out of school club. She also took
pleasure in the Australian outdoors and either went to the beach or hiking with her family
most weekends.
The other Year 6 participant at St Mary`s school was a girl named Anna. She had
shoulder length dark blonde hair and brown eyes. She had been at the school since
kindergarten and had a younger sister at the school. Anna spoke confidently and seemed
to enjoy the opportunity to describe her school life. At the beginning of the interview, she
swung her feet under the chair, but as it progressed, sat comfortably and calmly. Anna
was a member of the school’s maths and creative writing extension groups, as well as the
choir and school debating team. She swam competitively for an outside club and played
water polo and netball for the school. Anna played the trombone for the school band.
Alison was in Year 5 and was tall and very athletic. She had long blonde hair that
was tied back into a loose ponytail. She had been at the school since kindergarten and had
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a younger sibling in the school. She was initially quite anxious and sat right back in her
large chair, almost as if she would like to have disappeared into the wall behind her.
Alison appeared uncomfortable about continuing the conversation when it became
socially related and the level of her voice dipped noticeably. She became animated,
however, when she described the time she spent with her Friday friend, a weekly social
program ran by the school, where the older students cared for a younger peer on the
playground. Alison spent most of her time outside school involved with sports and was a
State representative netball player, which meant that she spent most of her afternoons
training with her netball club. She was also a member of a swimming club and swam
most mornings before school. Alison was a member of the school’s maths and creative
writing extension classes. Alison also played the violin in the school band.
Melissa was also in Year 5 at St Mary`s school. She was petite for her age, with
light brown hair, pale skin and freckles. Melissa had been at the school since kindergarten
and had an older sister who used to be at the school, but who had recently left to attend a
new school. She seemed to relish the opportunity the interview gave her to describe her
school experiences and her interview was one of the longest. When Melissa spoke, she
used her hands and spoke in a self assured manner. She spoke quickly, stopping every
now and then to check that I had understood what she was describing. She had a good
understanding of how the programs at her school worked and described them in detail.
Melissa attended the school’s maths and English extension classes, attending maths
lessons in the Year 6 classroom. She had one of the busiest after school schedules of any
of the participants in this study, but did not perceive herself as overloaded.
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Calypso, another Year 5 participant, had blonde shoulder length hair that hung
loosely in a shaggy style across her eyes. Her appearance contrasted sharply to the other
participants who had typically worn their hair pulled back or had it neatly styled in a bob.
Calypso flicked her fringe and rolled her eyes throughout the interview when she
described some of her experiences at St Mary`s school. She slouched back in her chair
and although only eleven years old, reminded the researcher, both in her communication
as well as in her physical movements, of the stereotypical adolescent. For example, she
made inverted commas in the air when using words such as mean or cool. Calypso was a
member of the Year 7 maths and physics extension group and was in the top guided
reading group, which she enjoyed. She played tenor horn for the school band. Calypso
also enjoyed sports and either swam or had soccer practice before school.
Alessandra, also in Year 5, had brown eyes and long wavy hair, tied neatly back
in a clasp. She was an only child and had attended St Mary`s school since kindergarten.
Alessandra had been placed in the maths extension class and was a member of the
school’s debating team. She was also an enthusiastic member of the school band and
perceived that her instrument, the cello, was the best instrument to play in the orchestra.
She seemed excited and curious about the interview and laughingly waved at friends that
went past the glass window. Alessandra used large movements with her hands and also
used them to rock back and forth on her chair when she spoke. She spoke positively
throughout the interview and always seemed to find the funny side of life, relaying
humorous anecdotes at every opportunity, about both herself and friends.
Irene was in Year 4 at St Mary`s school and was an only child. She had been at St
Mary`s school since kindergarten. Irene had long dark hair that was tied back in two long
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plaits. She spoke Chinese at home which may be why she seemed to struggle with
understanding some of the questions that were asked in response to her descriptions.
Irene sat quietly in her chair and seemed to give a lot of thought to all of her responses.
She did not enjoy sports, but loved music and was a member of the advanced recorder
and strings group at St Mary`s school. She also played piano out of school and was
placed in an advanced music class. She was a member of the Year 6 maths extension
class and took extra art classes once a week at school.
Sylvia, also in Year 4 at St Mary`s school was the eldest of three children. She
had attended St Mary`s school since kindergarten. She had long blonde hair tied back
neatly in a ponytail with a ribbon. Sylvia seemed to be very relaxed throughout the first
interview and went into great depth in her descriptions of her lifeworld at St Mary`s
school. She had a completely different attitude at her second interview, however, and no
longer portrayed a cheerful, friendly nature. During the interview process and through
playground observations I discovered that she may have experienced bullying at the
school, so felt obliged to report the matter to the gifted co-ordinator. I discovered that her
class teacher was in the midst of tackling the issue and disciplining the girls involved.
Sylvia was a member of the maths, spelling, English and guided reading extension
groups. She enjoyed the arts and played both the piano and clarinet. Sylvia also took
drama and dancing classes after school.

Bishop College
Jesse was in Year 6 and had moved from a local public school to Bishop College
in Grade Four. He seemed to find it difficult to sit still and constantly moved his hands
and long legs throughout the interview and during his classroom observation. He was tall,
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with jet black hair and blue eyes. Jesse spoke in sharp, quick sentences and seemed to be
very observant of the world around him. He was passionate about reading and had been
selected as a library monitor. Jesse was also an avid sportsman and played rugby a year
up and swam competitively for an outside club. Jesse was a member of the English
extension pull out group and participated in school debates although they were rarely
scheduled. His mandatory instrument was the piano, which he did not describe in great
depth.
Bob was also in Year 6 and had several brothers at the school. He was much
smaller in stature than any of the other Year 6 or the Year 5 participants. He had attended
Bishop College since kindergarten and had been nominated as a Year 6 school officer.
Bob stood out as the only participant who was subject accelerated at Bishop College, as
the other participants received an enriched, rather than an accelerated extension program.
Bob attended the Year 9 science and Year 10 maths programs and spent the rest of the
day in his Year 6 classroom completing an individual program. His parents had wanted
him to be accelerated, but the school believed that this led to social and emotional
problems. The interview process initially seemed to be quite stressful for Bob, as his eyes
darted around the room nervously and he often asked for the question to be repeated, by
saying, ‘Huh’. Throughout both interviews his descriptions were not very detailed and
almost abrupt. Bob played basketball and soccer for school sports, but played wall ball at
break.
David was also in Year 6 and had had an older brother in the high school, but the
latter had been bullied and so had moved schools. David was of medium build, had dark
hair, blue eyes and a light, freckled complexion. Bishop College was David’s third school
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and he was preparing to move again to a new school the following year. David had been
nominated as a Year 6 school officer and participated in both the maths and English
extension pull-out groups. While he was not fond of music, he was passionate about
reading and creative writing. David played tennis and soccer as part of the school sports
program, but did not play these games at break, as he was part of the wall ball group.
Shugilu was in the Year 5 class at Bishop College and was quite broad in stature
and had dark hair and eyes. He had two older siblings and had attended Bishop College
since kindergarten. Shugilu was very relaxed throughout the interview process and gave
lengthy descriptions, often laughing at funny points in his stories. He seemed very
confident and asked me to repeat one or two of my questions, sitting quietly thinking
before he gave his response, which seemed open and honest. Shugilu played mostly wall
ball and sometimes cricket with his friends, although he played rugby and basketball for
the school. Shugilu described how he loved reading and was in the extension English and
maths pull-out group. Shugilu was also passionate about music and played the flute in the
percussion group. He was also a member of both the junior and high school choir.
Xiau was also in Year 5 at Bishop College and had a younger sister. He had
blonde hair, blue eyes and a freckled complexion. Xiau was new to the school and had
recently moved to Bishop College from a nearby Catholic school. He seemed older than
his years and gave detailed, forthright descriptions about his lifeworld at Bishop College
and sat in a relaxed manner without fidgeting. Xiau played representative cricket outside
school, as well as for the school team. He played tennis and rugby for outside clubs and
hoped to be selected for the school rugby team in the winter term. Xiau did not enjoy
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music, but had joined the choir in an effort to fulfil several criteria in his application for a
school scholarship. He attended maths and English extension pull-out groups.
Trevor was in the Year 5 class and was tall, with brown hair and freckles. He
spoke clearly and confidently and was relaxed throughout the interview. Trevor was new
to the school, but it was his perception that he had been welcomed into the Bishop
College peer group more quickly than most because his brother was a school officer. He
was a member of the maths and English extension groups. Trevor was passionate about
sport and played cricket for the school team. He also enjoyed playing the saxophone for
the school band.
James was in Year 4 at Bishop College and had red hair, fair skin and freckles. He
had recently moved from the local public school where he had experienced bullying.
James was very positive about his move to Bishop College as he perceived that it offered
him opportunities in several areas that were important to his everyday school experiences.
This included the chance to meet more boys, learning a second language, attending maths
as well as English extension classes, playing sport on Saturdays and having the
opportunity to follow his passion for music. James played the viola, piano and clarinet
and was a member of the school band.
John was also in Year 4 and was an only child. He was petite for his age, with
blonde hair and blue eyes. He had attended Bishop College since Year 2 and was the only
child of the school’s kindergarten teacher. John was gifted and learning disabled, which
made writing and listening in class difficult for him. He had auditory perception, as well
as fine motor difficulties and perceived himself as a visual learner. John was in the
extension spelling and maths pull-out groups. He enjoyed sports and played soccer as

66

lifeworld

well as tee ball for the school. John also took pleasure in being part of the school music
program and played the oboe as well as the guitar for the school band. John was also a
member of the school choir.
Alan was in the Year 4 classroom and had attended Bishop College since
kindergarten. He had a highly gifted brother in the Year 9 class. Alan experienced facial
tics, with his one eye fluttering and his face contorting throughout the interview. I noted
that these problems persisted on the playground and may have been one of the reasons he
was observed as not being welcomed into playground games. Alan described being
bullied weekly at school, and had reported the matter several times to no effect. Alan
found most of his schoolwork unchallenging and was awaiting acceptance into the
school’s maths extension class. The school had selected the trumpet as his musical
instrument, but he would have preferred to have been offered the saxophone. Alan also
played the viola and piano.

Westerford School
Jake was in the Year 6 opportunity class at Westerford School. He was tall with
blue eyes, pale skin freckles, and red hair. He had recently moved from a nearby public
school and perceived that he was offered more academic and athletic opportunities at
Westerford School. Jake was passionate about music and played the saxophone for the
school band. He was also an avid sportsman and played cricket and soccer for the school
team as well as for an outside club. Jake had felt quite isolated in the classroom at his
former school, as he often sat alone completing an independent program. He therefore
was especially positive about the academic and social opportunities that the opportunity
class afforded him.
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Alana was also in the Year 6 opportunity class and had an older sister at the
school. She was petite with hazel eyes and light brown hair tied back in a ponytail. Alana
spoke in great depth about her school day experiences and seemed to be very aware of the
world around her. She spoke confidently and with passion, which prompted me at one
point in the interview to refer to one of her earlier experiences, in order to prevent her
becoming tearful when describing the pressure she experienced to fulfil opportunity class
grade expectations. Alana had initially found the transition from the heterogeneous to the
homogeneously grouped class difficult. As she was the only female selected to make this
move it meant leaving friends that she had known since kindergarten. She was a member
of the school debating team and sang both for the school and the Australian junior choir.
She was not fond of competitive sport, but enjoyed physical education classes and
dancing lessons.
Karkanses was in the Year 6 opportunity class and had a younger brother at the
school. She had a broad face with blue eyes and brown hair, which was pulled tightly
away from her face into two tightly twisted plaits. She spoke very softly, which made it
difficult to hear her at times, but she was able to express her strong feelings about both
the mixed ability and opportunity grouped classes very clearly. Karkanses was the only
participant who travelled a long way to and from school each day so that she could
participate in the Westerford School opportunity class. This seemed to affect her ability
to become involved in the school’s extra-curricular program.
Ely was in the Year 5 opportunity classroom and had an older brother and sister
in the high school. She had long brown hair and brown eyes. She was a newcomer to the
school and was very enthusiastic about the opportunities both academic and social that
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Westerford School afforded her. She believed her family adhered strongly to the Jewish
faith and she perceived that attending a Jewish school had taught her more about herself
and her heritage. She spoke confidently and gave clear, in depth descriptions of her
everyday school experiences, which were largely positive and often seemed to mirror the
male rather than female experiences at Westerford School. For example she was not as
concerned about class ranking as many of the other female participants, perceiving that
everyone was able to perform well in their area of academic strength.
Julie was also in the Year 5 opportunity class and had an older sister in the high
school. She had long wavy blonde hair, blue eyes and spoke with a slight foreign accent.
She had been at the school since kindergarten. Julie was relaxed throughout the interview
and sat with her hands loosely in her lap. Initially she had found the move away from her
former class friends difficult, but by the second interview was much more positive about
her social relations. Julie was a passionate soccer player and often joined the boys’ games
at break. She also enjoyed playing tee ball and playing the saxophone in the school band.
David was in the Year 5 opportunity class and had an older sister in the high
school. He had dark black hair, olive skin and a thick set build. David was the most
reticent of all the Westerford participants and seemed to find it difficult to describe his
school day. He spent a lot of time fiddling with his tie and appeared to respond in an
irritated manner to questions that followed his brief descriptions. David played the
saxophone and enjoyed being a member of both the concert and junior stage band. He
played soccer for the school team and enjoyed playing it with friends at break.
Jason was in the Year 5 opportunity class. He was tall with dark hair and brown
eyes. He was a confident speaker, had great insight and stopped now and again to think
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before he spoke. Jason was new to the school and had moved schools in order to take up
the offer of an opportunity class placement. Jason was very positive about the
opportunities his new school afforded him. He described how he was now able to
participate in a more challenging school curriculum, play soccer and cricket, as well as
compete at a high level in cross country running meets. Jason had also been given the
opportunity for the first time to play a musical instrument and had selected the
saxophone.
Fred had been at the school since kindergarten and was in the Year 4 English,
science and maths extension pull-out groups, as the opportunity class only operated from
Year 5 at Westerford School. He was a keen sportsman and played tennis, basketball and
soccer competitively. Fred spoke three languages: English, Hebrew and French. He
equated his love of reading to his passion for sports and described in detail the book he
was reading in the English extension program. Fred enjoyed participating in the school’s
music program and played the piano and clarinet for the school band.
Linda was also in Year 4 at Westerford School and had had an older sister at the
school who had accepted a place at the Conservatory of Music. Linda perceived that her
family expected her to follow the same path, as she was a talented piano player and
practised several hours each day including the weekends. She had attended the school
since kindergarten and was petite with very long straight brown hair, which was tied back
in a ponytail. She also participated in several different types of dance classes after school.
Linda was not very fond of competitive sport, but enjoyed attending swimming classes.
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Procedure
Data collection in this study took approximately one year to gather and consisted
of audio taped recordings, field notes and classroom, as well as playground observations.
Moustakas`s (1994) methodology was the primary phenomenological research
methodology used, to collect, organise and analyse data in this study, although it was
adapted to suit this study and incorporated one of Giorgi`s (1985) phenomenological data
analysis steps.

Observations
Unstructured observations were carried out at all three schools both in the
participant classrooms and on the playground. While observations are commonly used in
qualitative research, they are not typically a part of phenomenological research (Merriam,
1998). By observing the participants in their school setting I hoped to gain a better
understanding of the school experiences or lifeworld that were described by the
participants, for example, the participants` descriptions of the different types of student
groupings on the playground.
On the playground I blended into the setting and appeared generally to be ignored
by all, as I resembled teachers who were carrying out playground duty by observing the
children. I refrained from using my notebook to record observations until after the bell
rang so as not to disturb the children. When asked by two of the older children what my
name was and if I was new to the school I answered them honestly and enjoyed
conversing with them. Playground observations were carried out several times at each
school at both recess and lunch breaks.
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Each participant was observed for at least two hours in his or her classrooms. I
entered the classroom and directly made my presence known to the class teacher. At St
Mary`s school this was usually done with its gifted co-ordinator, but at the other two
schools I went on my own. This initially caused a problem at Westerford School, as some
of the teachers had not received the notice that this had been organised beforehand
through the school principal. Once I entered the classroom I endeavoured to be as
unobtrusive as possible. I tended to blend into the classroom setting, being of the same
gender as most of the primary school teachers and resembling them in dress and age. I
purposefully ensured that observations were carried out only after the first phase of
interviews had been completed. This was done for two reasons: (1) in phenomenological
research the participant and researcher are equal partners working together, so I wanted to
ensure the participants were aware of my presence; (2) observations could only be carried
out once the participants’ descriptions were recorded, as in a phenomenological study the
researcher is the learner and the participant the expert. I therefore would not have been
able to complete my observations without the participants highlighting their lifeworld
experiences.
Field notes were recorded for both playground and classroom observations in a
small notebook. For example, the layout of each classroom and where the participants
were seated were drawn. The observations were written up in full, as soon as the
researcher returned home, to ensure that observation details were not forgotten. While
phenomenological interviews were the primary source of data for this study, observations
were carried out to triangulate the research and to substantiate the results. The
observations allowed me to acquire a better understanding of the experiences that
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participants had described in the interviews, for example how student groups were
organised on the playground.

Phenomenological Interviews
I followed the transcendental phenomenological tradition and collected data
through two individual in depth interviews, carried out in the participants’ school
(Merriam, 2002; O’Leary, 2004). The participants and their parents were both sent
Informed Consent documents several weeks before the interview process commenced,
which included a brief synopsis of the study, as well as the researcher and supervisor’s
phone number to ensure that any questions they had about the study could be answered.
Both Informed Consent Documents were approved by the University of New South
Wales ethics committee and guaranteed participants` confidentiality, but allowed for
publication of the dissertation and future work. A copy of both Informed Consent forms
has been included in Appendix A. No interview was carried out without both consent
forms being signed and permission given for the interview to take place. Participants
were also reminded at the start of each interview that they could leave the interview
process at any time without fear of negative reprisals from their school or the University.
Parents were generally open to their children participating in the interviews for this study
and none of the participants requested that the recorder be turned off or the interview
process be suspended.
Questions in the interviews were concerned with the participants` perceptions of
their everyday lived experiences in the specialised school environment. The questions
devised for this study were intentionally open-ended in order to give the participants the
opportunity to voice their own thoughts and opinions of life in this type of school setting.
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The use of epoche throughout the interview process further contributed to the process of
gathering information from the participants’ perspectives.
All interviews for this study took place in February, 2007 at the beginning of the
school year within the participants’ school, usually in an available classroom. The second
interviews were undertaken in June, 2007 once the invariant horizons had been clustered
into preliminary meaning units. The interviews followed the phenomenological tradition
and were not constrained by a time limit so as to allow the participants adequate time to
describe their school day experiences. No interview lasted longer than 50. At the start of
each interview I took time to get to know the participants and ensured that they felt
comfortable with the interview process. I purposefully allowed the participants who were
interested in the workings of the digital recorder to examine it. I also engaged participants
in the interview process by suggesting they turned the recorder on, if they felt
comfortable to do so, when they were ready to start the interview. Field notes were also
written during the interview noting the non-verbal communication and peripheral activity
taking place in the setting.
All interviews in this study were recorded and transcribed verbatim, as each was
conducted. This phenomenological study differed from Moustakas`s (1994)
methodological approach at this stage, as once the interviews were transcribed a second
interview was carried out. This gave each participant the opportunity to verify the
accuracy of their responses and record any changes or additional information the subjects
chose to give. I also followed up and clarified any patterns in answers that emerged in the
initial analysis of the data.
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Interview Schedule
Opening questions were the same for each participant and were given to
encourage each child to begin describing his or her perceptions of lifeworld in the school
These included:
Can you describe for me what it is like to attend (name of school) from the minute
you arrive until the time you leave?
If you were to describe to a new student what it is like to attend your school what
would you say?
If the child did not speak extensively about his or her experience of the lifeworld,
follow up questions were introduced.
Can you tell me more about that?
Can you recall another time that happened and describe it to me?
If a child was not forthcoming with information on social context, some indirect
prompts were offered, for example questions about the types of interactions they
experienced with their peers and teachers. Further questions were based on the
participants’ responses.

Data Analysis
In a phenomenological study, the in-depth interview transcript forms the basis of
the data. It is through the participants’ descriptions of the phenomenon being investigated
that the researcher is able to uncover the invariant structures or essences of the
phenomenon being investigated. The data analysis steps presented in this chapter are
largely based on those recommended by Moustakas (1994) for carrying out
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transcendental phenomenological research. There were, however, some adaptations made
to this approach which have already been discussed in Chapter 3.

Transcription of Interviews
Following Moustakas`s (1994) recommendations of data analysis, I transcribed
and analysed the interviews collected for this study. The fact that I personally transcribed
the majority of the interviews in this study helped with this process, as listening to each
participant repeatedly helped me to become very familiar with his or her individual
experiences and different perceptions of school life. Listening to the participants’ voices
helped me to become more aware of tone change and why there might be a silent moment
at a particular point in the interview. For example, Alison in Year 5 at St Mary`s school
became very excited when discussing the school’s Friday Friends program, but became
agitated when the conversation veered towards friendships with girls in her Year 5 class.
When reading the participants` transcripts I once again engaged in the
phenomenological process of epoche, which I had made use of throughout the interview
process. At this point in the study, I made notes in the margin of each transcript and used
a horizontal line to indicate when meaning changed in their descriptions of school life. To
ensure that I had a good understanding of each participant’s school experiences I played
the appropriate interview tape when reading each interview. This step brought me back
once again into the interview room, reminding me of the personality and body language
of each participant.
The second interviews were only carried out once I had transcribed the first ones,
which allowed me to follow up on questions that had been introduced during the first
interview and validate the raw data.
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The phenomenological interviews had many positive results. Firstly, the participants’
were generally open and enthusiastic about the opportunity they had been given to share
their unique lifeworlds. The participants’ frank, rich portrayal of their lifeworld in
schools that purposefully catered to their atypical academic needs provided the researcher
with a view of largely, unexplored lifeworld. The phenomenological process of
bracketing allowed the researcher throughout the interview process to listen to the
participants with an open mind.
There were, however, some negative aspects to the phenomenological style of
interview. For instance, the time consuming nature of the interviews was difficult for
some of the participating schools to accommodate, as unoccupied classrooms were
needed for a long period of time and were not always readily available. The amount of
paperwork each interview produced was also at times hard to manage. For example, there
were over 57 interviews to transcribe and analyse, with some of them being over an hour
long (this amount includes the 54 participants’ interviews and 3 interviews with school
personnel). Another concern was that some of the male participants at Bishop College
found the open-ended questions difficult and seemed to prefer to give brief answers rather
than in depth descriptions. For example, when asked to describe their school day some
initially resorted to describing their day exactly as it happened without any of their
feelings about how they perceived or experienced it. Despite these few negatives, the
researcher perceives that the phenomenological interview provided a positive format for
this study and was well suited to the research questions. The in depth, unstructured style
of the phenomenological interview allowed the participants freedom to describe areas the
researcher may not have included in a formal interview. This allowed this researcher to

77

lifeworld

discover the important role social and emotional structures in the school played in
creating a positive lifeworld for many of the participants in this study.
This researcher found that her previous experience in the phenomenological
interviewing process during her Masters Research project provided her with invaluable
experience during the data collection phase for this study. Firstly, I was much more
confident in my knowledge of the method and therefore had a good idea of various
phenomenological techniques such as ‘epoche’. I therefore found it easier during this
study to keep an open mind and purposefully put aside my own biases before the start of
each interview. Secondly, I was better prepared to remain silent while participants
considered their answer and was less likely to lead or prompt the participants’ responses.
This enabled the interviews to flow smoothly and follow each participant’s individual
experiences with the phenomenon investigated.

Listing and Preliminary Grouping
The first step recommended by Moustakas (1994) in the phenomenological
reduction process is horizontalization of the data. Moustakas recommended that in order
to carry out this step the researcher needs to be receptive to every statement of the coresearcher’s experience, granting each comment equal value (Moustakas, 1994, p.122).
This step is related to the epoche process and required that I keep an open mind when I
examined each statement. Statements that referred to the phenomenon investigated were
lifted out of the transcript and recorded on a separate piece of paper. These statements
were then referred to in this study as the horizons. In order to illustrate this process I have
extracted a small example of the horizons collected for one of the participants in this
study, which can be found under the heading ‘Horizontalization.’ section of this thesis.
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Unfortunately due to the confines of this thesis a full listing of horizons was not possible
for this participant or other participants who took part this study. This was because data
collected for this study filled three large files and two notebooks and therefore although
available on request cannot be represented in full in this thesis.

Horizontalization
Westerford School Year 5 Ely
… we’re just all one big community; it’s really good because we all know each other…

Most people they just sit down with a friend and then everybody starts sitting around
them.

We all sit in big groups… we sometimes have one or two groups because people are
sitting and we can’t all fit together but then we still like talk to each other.

…At my old school you didn’t interact with another group, but here, even though they do
sit differently you can go and sit there and they won’t really mind.

Here it’s just all open…you felt more welcome because everybody is just open…

… when you play they’ve got like handball courts that are quite close to each other, then
you see each other playing and you’re like oh hi, and you have little talks in the line
waiting for your turn.
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… my old school, the boys and girls they didn’t really interact, but here the girls play
soccer and the boys play handball and yes, we interact heaps… it’s like we’re equals

… sometimes the boys at my old school, the boys would play soccer and if a girl wanted
to play soccer the boys would say no you can’t play because you’re a girl and we don’t
want a girl on our team because we’ll lose, but here they say sure you can come.

Reduction and Elimination
I then checked the horizons listed for each participant to ensure that there were no
overlapping or repetitive statements. Moustakas (1994) also recommended that the
researcher ask the following two questions when recording these statements, 1) “Does it
contain a moment of the experience that is a necessary and sufficient constituent for
understanding it?” 2) “Is it possible to abstract and label it?” (Moustakas, 1994, p.121)
The horizons that met these requirements then became known as the invariant
constituents of the experience for each participant. I have chosen to use the same
participant to illustrate the following step in the data analysis process in order to
demonstrate how each step is built on and interconnected to the next one. This
interconnected approach, as well as the phenomenological process of epoche, ensured
that the participants’ descriptions rather than my own perceptions were considered
throughout the data analysis process.

Invariant-Constituents (representing different themes)
… Like our teacher was saying I think the first week we came in she’s like this class is a
gender free zone, you won’t be judged on what gender you are, we’re all equals which
actually made me, and I asked all my friends, and they said it made them feel a lot better
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…the teachers recognise us for our strengths here because at my old school there could
be up to 33 people in a class, so the teachers they couldn’t really put as much attention
on you, but here since they’ve made the classes a bit smaller you get to put more into the
conversations and discussions

… it was really easy to make friends because since we were all new none of us could feel
embarrassed by anything because they didn’t know anything about us so it was really,
really cool. It’s like you could start fresh.

… so if we have a conflict normally yeah, we just sit down and talk about it or the person
like the next day it’s all forgotten and you go back to school and there are like oh no, it
was a silly fight…

Clustering and Thematizing the Invariant Constituents
In the next step of the reduction process, the invariant horizons or meaning units
were gathered together to form core themes for each of the participants in this study. This
step in the data analysis process clearly illustrated the participants’ individual school
experiences. In the section below, the core and sub themes are presented for Ely, one of
the participants from Westerford School. The gathering and organising of all the invariant
constituents under thematic headings process was carried out for each of the 27
participants in this study.

Core Themes/ Structures of the Experience
Westerford School Year 5 Ely
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Friendship
Peer expectations
Peer acceptance and support
Academic competition
Interaction between the genders on the playground
Interaction between the primary and high school students
Interaction between classes
Group work
Space: Playground and buildings impact on peer relations

Challenging Instruction
Choice
Self efficacy
Freedom to express ideas
Teachers’ understanding of academic needs
Teacher expectations
Teacher attention
Changes: Curriculum/Facilities
Social and emotional support
Sense of community
School size
Teamwork
Jewish religion and culture
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Teachers’ recognition of emotional and social issues

Individual Textural Descriptions
The next step in the data analysis process was to write textural descriptions for
each participant. This was carried out in order to present each individual participant’s
perception of the experience being investigated. The textural descriptions give the ‘what’
of the experience in a transcendental phenomenological study. In this step Moustakas
recommended that participant’s own words be included in order to convey their unique
perceptions of the phenomenon investigated. I have included three examples out of the
nine textural descriptions from each participant at each school to illustrate how these
individual descriptions contributed to the writing of the composite textural description
and an understanding of the unique social context formed at each school. I endeavoured
when selecting individual textural descriptions for this chapter to present the various
viewpoints students had of the social context of their school. For example different
genders were selected at Westerford School, as well as students that were both
longstanding students and those that were new to the school. Below is an extract from the
Individual Textural Description of a participant from Westerford School. An example of
a complete Individual Textural description can be found in the Results Chapter under the
heading Individual textural descriptions.

Westerford School Individual Textural Description: Year5, Ely
…Ely believes that Westerford has a more social environment than her past school where
she believes it was harder to make friends as, …a lot of the groups were really, really,
they’re sort of picky and they only wanted to have people that were cool or good at sport
and they sort of have really hard criteria to get into a group. Her experience at
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Westerford is vastly different, as the students in her year tend to form one big group with
one child sitting down and others freely joining them, everybody starts sitting around
them. Ely feels that the close arrangement of the handball courts further aids social
interaction on the playground, as their close proximity allows the children to call out to
each other and have conversations across courts. Another change for Ely on the
playground has been the interaction between the genders. At my old school, the boys and
girls they didn’t really interact but here the girls play soccer and the boys play handball
and… we interact heaps… Here it’s just all open.

Themes
Themes were then gathered from the individual themes to develop a list of
common themes experienced by participants at each school. The horizons of these themes
for each participant were listed under the corresponding theme. For example, a
description of group work would be listed under the heading ‘Peer Relations’. The
themes were organised in order of salience to the participants. The themes gathered for
Westerford School totalled 49 pages with eleven themes being recorded. The theme most
described and experienced by all the participants was the theme of Friendship, followed
by Stress, Peer relations, Challenging curriculum, then Teacher Relations. I have listed
below a very small extract from the theme entitled Peer relations.

Westerford School Themes: Thematic Units and Significant Statements
Peer Relations
The social impact of learning with like-ability peers
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We are more interested in learning and just do different things… I didn’t like working
with children at my old school… I felt like out of place with the children there…
(Karkanses, Year 6).
…you’re working with a lot of people that are very good at different things… so you
learn a lot from other people which is really good (Alana, Year 6).

I’ve got one or two boys and one or two girls that are about the same level as me, so we
can work together really well (past school)….there was one or two people, out of thirty so
there wasn’t really anyone (Jake, Year 6).

I think like my other friends they don’t have the same level of enjoyment of
learning as me but the people in the OC they understand me in subjects because
sometimes when I say things with a high vocabulary my friends just go ‘what!’…I like
playing chess with my dad at home and there’s a chess club…I told one of my friends in
the OC. class, oh will you like do like chess if I do it? And they were like maybe. And then
I told my friends at recess and they’re like, are you joking (Julie, Year 5)?

I have been able to make new friends… They are like me a lot, they like the same things
as me (David, Year 5).

I have people that understand me in subjects (Julie, Year 5).
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Composite Textural Descriptions
The next stage in the data analysis process was to form composite textural
descriptions for each of the three schools from the participants’ individual textural
descriptions. Moustakas guides the researcher in this process by stating that in forming
composite textural descriptions, the invariant meanings and themes of every coresearcher are studied in depicting the group as a whole (Moustakas, 1994, p.137-138).
This meant that I needed to return to the individual textural descriptions for each school
and become aware of common themes, as well as those that were experienced by
individual participants alone. The individual textural descriptions were synthesised so
that a synopsis of the experiences could be created in the form of composite textural,
which was written for each of the three schools that took part in this study. Below I have
presented the composite textural description written for each school.
The composite textural descriptions enabled the individual descriptions of each
participant to be represented as a whole. The composite textural descriptions, which were
written for each school, enabled me to form a good understanding of the lifeworld
experienced by the participants (See Results section for Westerford School Composite
Textural Description).

Composite Thematic Units
Themes that were described in the individual textural descriptions were integrated
to form composite thematic units for each school, representing a general description for
all of the gifted students interviewed at each school. Below a portion of the theme of
Friendship, as experienced at Westerford School has been included to illustrate this
process.
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Friendship: Playground groups
…everyone’s friends with everyone but you, just, you just hang out with certain people
and then, you know, let’s say you have a friend and this grouping have, you know,
another circle of friends, then sometimes they’ll come together and you’re just in one big
group (Alana, Year 6).
…there are lots of us boys who are playing fumbles while the girls and some of the boys
sit down and talk. We are all in the same place, but in little groups…… some people
would just like to talk, some people like the sport aspect (Jake, Year 6).
…we’re just all one big community, it’s really good because we all know each
other…Most people, they just sit down with a friend and then everybody starts sitting
around them… We all sit in big groups…we sometimes have one or two groups because
people are sitting and we can’t all fit together, but then we still like talk to each other. At
my old school you didn’t interact with another group…it’s a more social environment.
(Ely, Year 5).
…everybody is friends pretty much in the Year, unlike my old school where you were
either… like the sporty people, they were one group and then there was the not so sporty
people were another group of friends… It’s easy to join in…there’s usually a line and you
just hop on the back of the line and when people get out they go to the back and the front
person goes into the first square and like if the top person got out, they’d all move up one
square ( Jake, Year 5).
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School Themes
St Mary`s School

Bishop College

Westerford School

Friendship

Peer relations

Friendship

Challenging curriculum

Power

Expectations

School’s emotional and

Challenging curriculum

Peer relations

Power

Change

Challenging Instruction

Peer relations

Competition

Teacher relations

Expectations

Music

Tradition: Religion

Tradition

Schedule

Power

Non academic activities

Sports

Non academic activities

academic supports

Gender
Experience of school space

Summary
This chapter has attempted to illustrate how data were collected, and analysed in
this study. Verbatim examples have been used to demonstrate the horizontalization
process, collection of meaning units and organisation of horizons into themes, as well as
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the formation of the individual and composite textural descriptions. Details were also
given on how the structural analysis and essences of the experience were formed.
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CHAPTER 5
RESULTS
Introducing the Experiences
This chapter introduces the experiences of what it was like for the twenty seven
participants who took part in this study to be educated in environments that attempted to
cater to their atypical learning needs. The participants’ voices are relayed to the reader in
this chapter through both the individual and composite textural descriptions. The
individual textural descriptions were reconstructed from, and closely adhered to, the
participants’ individual transcripts. They describe to the reader the perceptions, thoughts,
and feelings of these children at the time of the interview. These individual narratives
revealed themes that were important to the lifeworld experiences of each participant. The
participants` individual themes were then amalgamated to form a composite textural
description for each school. The composite textural descriptions reveal a unique window
not often seen in the research of what it is like for some gifted primary aged students to
be placed in specialised educational settings.
Observations are also presented in this chapter alongside the individual and
composite textural descriptions for each school. The narratives have been presented in
this way in order to allow the reader to gain a deep understanding of the social context
described by the participants at each individual school.
Due to the confines of this thesis I have selected three out of the nine participant
descriptions from each school. In my selection process I endeavoured to present a whole
rather than a singular perception of the participants’ experience of their school’s social
context. For example, I have purposefully chosen participants from different year groups,
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students both new and familiar with the school and in the case of the co-educational
school, voices of both the male and female participants.

Observations Westerford School
Westerford School Initial Visit and Playground Observations
I take a seat on the large steps occupied by groups of high school students. From
this position I have a good view of the basketball court, Year 4 classrooms, vacant car
park and tuckshop, which is on the corner of the Friedman Hall. On the hall walls are
large black silhouettes of figures. The Year 4 classrooms are painted green with a
burgundy trim and one of the windows displays a large Israeli flag. There are high walls
surrounding the school with security cameras attached at regular intervals. There is a wire
fence that surrounds both the playground and back of the Year 4 classrooms. Poles and
steps to classrooms are painted with a bright yellow trim. Bins are fastened with chains to
poles. There are no benches or grass in this part of the playground, but there are wooden
picnic tables at the top of the large steps to the far right.
I walk to the top of the steps past the picnic tables and notice there is grass on
both sides of the pathway that winds up the hill. It has been marked, however, with keep
off the grass signs. The pathway leads up to a beautiful old double storey sandstone
building with a large tiled veranda, black shutters and intricate wrought iron work. Two
teachers sit on benches that have been placed on the veranda eating their lunch and
children are allowed to play on the grassed hilly area at the building’s entrance. The old
building houses both the reception area and principal’s office. There are large trees on
both side of the pathway; some of them are hibiscuses and are in bloom. At the top of the
hill across from the old building is a brass statue of two children reading on a log that has
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been donated by one of the families at the school. The sculpture is titled, Follow your
dreams, and asks all Westerford School parents to endeavour to help their children reach
their potential. While standing reading the inscription I notice a Westerford student
approaching the school gate. She hands the guard a note who then opens the security gate
and closes it firmly behind her.
To the left of the sandstone building is Ellison building which houses the school
library. At the entrance to the library behind the first set of doors is a board which
displays photographs of the current primary and senior Madrichim, which was the name
given to the Westerford School prefects. In a glass case Year 4 artwork is displayed.
There are also signs that display library times for the different grades and a warning that
no bags are allowed in the library area. I enter the library and am amazed at all the books
and how full it is with students, considering it is play time. Some students are looking at
books while others complete their work on laptops at wooden tables, yet others are
engaged in chess games with friends.

Westerford School Classroom Observations
Art lesson Year 6 Opportunity Class: Alana, Jake and Karkanses
The Year 6 opportunity class is made up of 13 children who are able to easily
gather around the table where Mrs Brown has laid out various art materials that she has
collected from places such as reverse garbage and hardware stores. She introduces the art
project enthusiastically which she has named ‘woven forms’ and softly disciplines a boy
who has started to fiddle with the supplies while she is talking with, don’t touch that
sweetie. She continues on outlining her expectations and use of the many displayed
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materials with which she wants them to experiment. She concludes by asking the class if
anyone has anything to say.
The children gather their supplies and begin twisting the wire material. Some of
them weave it with silk flowers, whereas others slide on many coloured buttons forming
necklaces. There is a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom. All the children are engaged
in their work, some of them talking softly to neighbours and occasionally there is
laughter. The teacher compliments Jake on his work and discusses with him how best to
form a clasp.
Alana is unsure how to carry out the written part of the project where students
have to list the techniques they have used as well as how and why they made the artwork.
Mrs Brown guides her by asking her why she has chosen to use silk flowers in her work.
She then decides to call the class to attention and further explain the written part of the art
project. The children then go back to their work. Mrs Brown walks around the room
examining the children’s artwork, making positive comments and offering advice on art
techniques. Karkanses speaks quietly about her work to the girl across from her while
Jake works silently at this point and is deep in concentration. He then notices the artwork
of the girl next to him and compliments her saying, That looks awesome. One of the
children asks Mrs Brown for felt and she responds, I thought no one was using it. Would
you like me to go and get it? She then picks up an art piece and asks the class, Can
anyone imagine why I might like it? Texture, colour and material choice are some of the
answers as to why the art piece has been successful.
Jake shows his work to his friends and accidentally drops it, all the buttons slide
off the wire onto the floor. He makes no fuss, but simply picks up the pieces and returns
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to work. Alana asks the girl next to her for help in constructing a clasp for her necklace.
Karkanses takes her artwork to show Mrs Brown and asks for assistance. Jake has now
once again completed his button necklace and tries it on. He then gathers some large
brass pieces and works quietly attaching them to the wire. Mrs Brown passes by Alana
and notices her struggling to make a clasp and instructs her to plait the wire in order to
join it.
Mrs Brown reminds the class that there are only 15 minutes left and that she
wants them to think like an engineer when they are constructing ways for their jewellery
to open and close. Many of the boys have made necklaces for Mothers Day, which is only
a week away. They ask Mrs Brown, if they can take their work home as a present for
Mom. She responds that she would like to display them, as they are so beautiful. Alana
turns to Jake and shows her art piece, Look at that. Jake sits on the table top and watches
a friend. He comments on their work, Rebecca you should have made a massive hook
one. He demonstrates to her how to make one. Karkanses once again goes up to her
teacher for advice. She has attached delicate feather to her wire. What is it? asks Alana.
Jake has made a clasp for his necklace and is opening and closing it. He puts it on
and walks over to a table of four girls to show it to them. The girls ask Jake who is going
to wear it. He answers my mother or I will wear it. He then moves to the back of the room
and assists a boy by holding a piece of his artwork for him. Meanwhile Mrs Brown has
noticed that one or two students are now struggling with the project and spurs them on by
saying, Sometimes you are half way through a project and feel like giving up, sometimes
it is good to push through then evaluate it. After a few minutes the teacher tells the class
to pack up. The teacher talks to one of the boys about the art piece that he has made for
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his mother. She has her hand on his shoulder and he smiles shyly at her. Mrs Brown once
again asks the class for assistance in packing up the art pieces. She encourages them by
telling them they will be able to do more the next week. One of the girls comments on
one boy’s artwork telling him that it looks like a UFO. He responds by saying A basket
UFO. It is the newest type of UFO. Mrs Brown calls out laughingly, Who is helping me,
who’s helping me? The class responds to her call and I thank Mrs Brown for allowing
me to stay.

Year 4 Classroom Observation: Linda and Fred
The Year 4 classroom is housed in a portable building and has an outside veranda
where the children have hooks to hang up their belongings. The classroom is rectangular
and has a string strung high above the middle of the room from which the children’s
artwork is exhibited. At the back of the room there are pin boards where the class’s
poetry is displayed. There are two computers positioned at either side of the room and
several bookcases arranged against the classroom walls. The room is light and sunny and
has two large sash windows which face out onto the playground.
Fred’s seat is in the first row with two other boys whilst Linda is seated at the
rear of the classroom with three girls. There is a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom and
the noise level is at a low hum. Most of the children are in their seats working, with one
or two early finishers at the computer playing computer games. Both Linda and Fred
seem distracted by the computer games and are watching the screens. Fred gets back to
work, asks the teacher for assistance and chats briefly with his neighbour about his work.
The teacher notices that Linda is distracted and quietly and calmly calls her to work at a
desk at the front of the room. Linda does not seem at all concerned about her change in
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seating position and picks up her work and quickly moves to the desk near the
blackboard.
Some of the children are now lined up near the teacher and are having their work
checked. You can have a tick for that, the teacher tells one of the children who
immediately goes to the blackboard to mark off a tick by his name. Mrs Carroll then asks
the children to put up their hands if they are still working and informs the class that in
two minutes there will be free time, because they have worked so quietly. Most of the
children have finished their work and begin to tidy up their desk area. Linda and Frank
are still completing their work. The boys who were sitting next to Frank have now moved
onto the computer. Mrs Carroll looks at her watch and tells the class, We are getting
pretty close; I think most of the noise is coming from the free time people. I think ½
minute more. She then moves over to where Linda is working and inquires, How are you
going Linda? Linda shows her teacher her work and receives instruction on how to
complete a question.
A period of free time is declared by the teacher and books are handed in. Mrs
Carroll asks the children to make sure their area is tidy. She notices that Linda’s area is
messy and asks her to clean it up. Mrs Carroll then walks over to where I have positioned
myself at the back of the classroom and tells me that it is very unusual for Linda to be
distracted by the computer, but that it is not normally on. She explains that this is because
there is so much work to get through that there is not usually enough time for her to give
a free period to the children, which she would like to do every Friday. Mrs Carroll
explains that the extra workload is created by the many extra-curricular classes that the
children have to do such as Hebrew and Jewish studies.
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While Mrs Carroll has been speaking to me, Fred has entered into a dispute with
two girls about whether it is his or their turn on the computer. Mrs Carroll consults a
name chart for computer usage and quickly sorts it out. Fred, who has been in the wrong
about turn taking apologises to the two. Linda has joined a group of children who are
building with Lego blocks on the floor.
The school bell sounds and Mrs Carroll tells the children to pack away all the
games. They are then dismissed for recess. Mrs Carroll walks with me into the
playground and describes how her class is a real mix academically and that she has a
student with Aspergers. She perceives that the school has a very good support system for
special needs students. The school’s newly created opportunity classes, while positive,
she believes have created a bit of an uproar amongst the parents. The parents, while
anxious to have their children admitted to the opportunity classes, believe that their
children had less of a chance of access than newcomers to the school. Mrs Carroll
perceives parents had formed this conclusion because the opportunity classes were partly
formed to increase Westerford School’s student population. Mrs Carroll believes the
children suffer the most in this dispute as they are put under considerable pressure by
their parents to perform academically.

Westerford School Individual Textural Descriptions
Year 6 Opportunity Class Alana
Alana has been at Westerford School since Year K with the exception of a year
away with her family in England during Year 5. The move of country and school
highlighted for Alana the unique community that Westerford School offers its students.
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Her acceptance into the school’s opportunity class in Year 6 once again emphasised to
Alana how change of learning environment can impact one’s school day.
Alana describes Westerford School as being like a big family in which every
single person knows pretty much everyone. While she might not know all the students by
first name she feels that she knows who they are and is comfortable to approach them.
Alana believes that the school encourages a community-like atmosphere through its
recognition and celebration of Jewish Festivals that tie all the students together. She
described how recently the school had celebrated Israel Independence Day and that both
the High and Primary schools had joined together to play and dance in the school hall.
Teachers also ensure that the playground is a friendly place and that no students are left
alone. Life at Westerford, she therefore believes, is not all about work, it’s about being
together. Alana believes that the small student population at Westerford has also assisted
the school in creating a family like atmosphere.
Alana missed the family environment that she was used to at Westerford when she
was schooled in England. She found that the school there did not promote social
relationships amongst its students and that the grades rarely mixed. The difference
between the two schools was emphasised to Alana by her going away experiences. At
Westerford, on her last day, the teacher declared that there was going to be a class party
to celebrate the time they had spent with Alana, even though it was known that she was
returning the following year. At her English school there was no recognition by her
teachers or peers that she was leaving, even though they were aware that she was not
coming back. She described how she was instead disciplined by her class teacher who
told her, Just because it is your last day doesn’t mean you can talk. On her return to

98

lifeworld

Westerford, she was once again made to feel special by the warm welcome she received
from the school community.
Unlike her school in England, where Alana was the only Jewish student, her
heritage is recognised daily at Westerford School through Jewish studies and Hebrew
lessons. This year, she learnt about the holocaust through the experiences of older
members in the Jewish community. Her grandfather has acted as her class’s living
history. Alana believes that life is still a bit uncertain for Jews and while she finds it is a
bit weird that her school needs guards at its gates it makes her feel safe, except over-safe
as well. She believes that it’s bad that we have to have it, but good that they protect us.
Even though Alana feels strongly connected to her school community, she has felt
somewhat separated from her friends in the mainstream Year 6 classroom since joining
the opportunity class. Her sense of loss of close friends in the classroom has been
increased due to the fact that the children in the small opportunity class had already
formed close relationships the previous year before she had become a member. Alana
perceives that being a member of the opportunity class rather than being a smart student
has formed an invisible barrier between her and some of her old friends in the mixedability grouped class.
Different social expectations, Alana perceives, have not only been placed on her
by her peers at Westerford School, but by her teachers as well. She has found, for
example, that her class does not always take part in the Bounce Back program (see
glossary) like the other Year 6 classes and has therefore not been called together with the
other years to discuss problems such as cyber bullying. She believes that the opportunity
class has not been asked to participate because teachers hold the perception that they are
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not rude and that they’re not going to be making fun of other people. While Alana
believes that this often may be the case, she feels that just because you are smart doesn’t
mean that you are necessarily good at everything else or a good person and that the
Bounce Back Program therefore would be useful to all students at the school.
Alana believes that teachers and peers also hold higher expectations for
opportunity class members academically. Therefore they are not always given time to
hold SRC class meetings in which students are given a chance to advocate changes to
their school day, as completion of academic work is seen by their class teacher as a
priority. She also describes how at a recent visit to the Jewish museum, she felt annoyed
that the other children and teachers expected the opportunity class members to ask the
really intelligent questions. This expectation, Alana believes, prevails in all the
opportunity classes, but does not hold true for her peers in the mixed-ability grouped
classroom where no one judges you unless it’s a really stupid question. Marking practices
in the opportunity class, Alana believes, are also a lot harder. The added pressure of
having class marks displayed at the front of the room has been a particularly stressful
experience for Alana. Alana perceives that if the marks weren’t displayed her peers in the
class wouldn’t be as fussed about whether they got a really good mark or not. She
believes that the classroom environment should not be so grade focused, as not only does
it make the school day stressful, but it also takes away from her enjoyment of learning
new material.
Alana perceives that the opportunity class’s focus on grades has also created a lot
of competition amongst her peers. The students really want the top marks and get upset if
they achieve less than 98%. Alana does not want her portfolio marks to become the focal
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point of her school day. She believes a lower mark is better in a way, as it demonstrates
that learning is taking place and that the school curriculum is not boring. While she may
be receiving lower marks this year, Alana feels that her day in the opportunity classroom
is much more challenging and exciting than the one she experienced in the mainstream
classroom. Alana also believes that she has learnt a lot more than previous years, not
only because the curriculum is more demanding, but also because she now has the
opportunity to work with like-ability peers. Unlike her group experiences in previous
years, where she was usually left with all the work, she finds that her opportunity class
peers are very, very devoted to their work and that the work gets completed as a team.
Alana enjoys working in group situations and feels proud when a good mark is achieved
through teamwork. She dislikes it when these types of projects extend to the weekends
and intrude on her free time. Homework has become a problem for Alana, as she takes
part in several extra-curricular activities, both on the weekends and throughout the week.
She has also found that it interferes with her love of reading, as she now is only able to
read 10 pages a night whereas she would like to read 40 or 50. Other opportunity class
members, she believes, allocate more time to homework and less time to non-curricular
activities. Alana is unprepared to follow suit as she believes that socializing with family
members and following her singing passion is equally important to her academic
development. She also believes that the hour of homework set for at Westerford School is
unnecessary as she learnt more in England where she was allocated 10 minutes of
homework a week.
Alana is not only involved in extra-curricular activities outside her school, but
also takes part in the school’s non-academic clubs and sports team as well. On Fridays
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she does debating, which most people don’t do with one of her favourite teachers. She
also plays netball for the school, but would much rather do soccer than netball. Alana
and a few other girls were lobbying the Westerford school physical education department
through the student representative council to open the school’s soccer teams to female
students.
The school discipline policy has also been frustrating for Alana this year. She
describes how students’ misdemeanours, such as uniform infringements, are written up in
a red book which she perceives as petty. Alana was also not happy with the class point
system whereby students’ names were recorded on the board and crosses are recorded for
offences such as forgetting to put one’s name on one’s work.
While Alana describes her separation from friends as difficult she perceives her
school day as being more fulfilling intellectually. Despite her contrasting perceptions of
her lifeworld at Westerford School, Alana described her overall school day in very
positive terms, I love the school. It’s a really good school. It is a very friendly school… I
came back and felt so welcome I felt like I was special.

Year 5 Opportunity Class Jason
Jason has recently come to Westerford from the public system, as he was recently
accepted into the school’s Year 5 opportunity class. Jason has noticed many differences
in his new school’s environment, You learn a lot more things, like you learn Hebrew and
different languages, you learn to work on your computer, you learn how to do different
maths, like depending which group of maths you are in, you learn how to do harder
maths. Overall Jason has found his schoolwork more challenging and comments that, it is
more fun to do.
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While Jason has found his academic life more challenging at his new school he
has also become more aware of his position in the class and it is important to his feelings
of self worth to maintain grades that he perceives are acceptable in the opportunity class,
You don’t want to be the worst in the class cause then you sort of feel that you just feel
like you don’t fit in and feel that you are in the wrong class. Jason concentrates on
maintaining outstanding marks in tests that are going into his record, If it’s a test that
goes in your record it’s better to get more marks otherwise if you just want a good mark
above 90%. Jason has experienced the smaller opportunity class size positively, believing
that his teacher now has more time to meet individual students` needs and that the
classroom atmosphere is now more relaxing: at my old school there were 30 kids and
here there are 15 so it’s a lot more quiet and there’s not everyone shouting. Jason has
also enjoyed using the laptops for note taking, sometimes you might not be able to read
what you have written, because you are in a hurry. On laptops you can like check your
spelling; it’s very easy to read, because you just change fonts. He also appreciates his
laptop’s easy access to the internet. He believes that the negative aspects of being in the
opportunity class are that others now have higher expectations of him and that they are
academically isolated from the other Year 5 classes.
Socially Jason has found Westerford School a lot friendlier than his past school,
commenting that the boys are a bit nicer and at my old school they weren’t… they were
boys that were very short-tempered and very aggressive and would hurt you. And at this
school it’s not like that. He has found it easy to make new friends as he had already met
many of the boys previously through the Jewish community, for example, through
various Jewish sports teams, the pre-school he attended that was attached to the
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synagogue and from his neighbourhood, which is a well known Jewish suburb, A lot of
them were from around my area... not exactly in the same street, but we’re the same
neighbourhood.
Jason perceives the Westerford School social environment to be one of
acceptance. They’re all happy and they just join in….No-one really excludes anyone.
Break time games he believes are easy to join in and are open to all, there’s usually a line
and you just hop on the back of the line and when people get out they go to the back and
the front person goes into the first square. He spends his break time playing handball
with friends, with the exception of Tuesdays when his class has access to an area known
as the car park where they play line ball or soccer. Jason mentions one of his soccer
games recently being disturbed by a high school boy kicking their ball accidentally over
the fence, which resulted in a confrontation between the younger and older boys. One of
the younger boys seeing one of his friends in trouble called his older brother for help,
Alan ran away and got his older brother who’s about 3 years older than the other high
schooler and he came and set everything right.
Being around older students has been a different experience for Jason who at his
former school was used to being solely around primary aged students, it’s a lot different
seeing all of the really big people...I catch the bus in the morning and afternoon, there
are a lot of high school people and it’s a lot more crowded. He finds that the inclusion of
a high school on the school grounds also makes the school more congested, as he was
used to having the same amount of space at his former school with only a small number
of primary students inhabiting it. Jason perceives this makes some areas of the school
more crowded than what he has previously been used to: you go under there and a lot of
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our lockers are there and it gets very crowded because the passage isn’t very big and the
high schoolers take a long time to get out. Jason has found sharing the campus with high
schoolers a mixed blessing, it can be bad because they can push you around but they can
also help you and they can be nice.
Westerford is a Jewish school and Jason therefore experiences the cultural
environment of the school very differently to his last one, which was a government nondenominational primary school. Being Jewish Jason now feels happier about the
recognition of special Jewish festivals and being allowed to go home and celebrate them
with his family. He now takes Hebrew lessons on a daily basis whereas at his old school
he only had them once or twice a week. Jason is very aware of the school’s security
policy, something he had not previously experienced, It’s different, well because you
can’t always go through that gate unless there’s a security guard with the door open and
there’s usually a security guard standing there, and even when you pull in with your car
there’s like someone standing there that opens your door. Jason does not feel negatively
about the added security in his school day, rather he says it makes him feel more secure.
He also sees it as a bit of an adventure, I feel a lot safer with like the security guards and
all the people and it makes me feel a little bit better and it’s a bit exciting.

Year 4 Linda (There is no opportunity class access until Year 5)
Linda comes from a very musical family. Both her parents play musical
instruments and her sister is studying the piano at university in Melbourne. Linda is
known throughout the school for her ability to play the piano, as she sometimes plays at
school assemblies. When friends come over they enjoy listening to her practise and
sometimes ask her to play even when she does not have to, They like it…They think I’m
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performing. Her friends’ appreciation of her music ability conveys to her the message
that they accept and appreciate her talent, I feel like they think I’m really good.
Linda is expected by her family to devote a great deal of her free time to
practising the piano. She practises and attends music lessons daily, I practise a
lot…sometimes I have to practise while my friends are here. Sometimes I have to practise
before my friends come otherwise if I don’t, I don’t get any friends over. Linda’s mother,
however, does not believe she practises enough, she doesn’t understand how I get by with
so little practice. Linda appears to struggle against the predetermined musical path that
her parents expect her to follow. She mentions that she has the same music teacher as her
sister and that the assumption is for her to follow in her sister’s footsteps to attend the
Conservatorium of Music High School. However, she perceives herself as having a
greater passion for academics than her sister, whose sole interest throughout her
schooling was music. Linda recognises that she will not receive the daily academic
challenges she now experiences at school at the music conservatorium. She also
recognises that she has other interests beside music, such as dancing and art, I like ballet,
jazz, contemporary and tap…I do them all.
Linda’s description of her school day contrasts sharply with her out of school
pressures and frenetic schedule. She feels challenged in her extension subjects and has a
good relationship with both her teachers and peers. She particularly looks forward to
Wednesdays, as this is the day she attends her extension classes. For maths extension she
attends the Year 5 maths class and is warmly welcomed by the older children. She
describes the experience in positive terms, I feel that I make new friends and well, it’s
challenging. She speaks affectionately about her extension teachers saying that she likes
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their use of humour and the way they challenge. They don’t write everything and put it
before you. She believes the school recognises her academically and is rewarded at year
end for her academic efforts through prize giving. Linda recognises that the school has
made a special effort to develop her musical ability by creating an individual music
program for her. Her experience with some of her non-extension subjects however has
not been as positive. She therefore is looking forward to the daily extra extension she
hopes to receive next year in the opportunity class because she feels that then she will no
longer need to wait for everyone else and draw as her new classmates will be able to
complete school work at her pace and level.
Linda does not perceive her classroom as being an academically competitive
environment; in the classroom we just feel that people are trying their hardest. I guess
sometimes people are a bit interested about how other people do, but they are not like, so
I am better than you. She believes extension class participants are accepted by peers.
Linda unlike the other Westerford participants also perceives that her teachers do not hold
higher academic standards for their extension class students. She has come to this
conclusion after experiencing an occasion when she was not initially accepted into the
maths extension program and discovered that, I was treated in exactly the same way.
Linda also perceives that students who actively participate in the classroom are accepted
by her peers and that the extension students experience no teasing by their peers for
leaving the room to attend outside classes.
Linda believes the school helps children get to know each other by organising
across class programs such as the reading program that has been established between the
upper primary classes and younger aged children. Linda also mentions her extension
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programs and performance opportunities in assembly as a way for her to meet students
outside her own classroom. Linda has been at the school since Year K and has some
friends that she has known since pre-school and others with whom she has just made
friends. She also has made friends outside the school in her dance classes. On Sundays
she is allowed to have friends over and they enjoy participating in activities together,
such as making up dances or listening to music.
Linda enjoys spending her break time chatting to friends and playing handball.
Linda describes the playground as being open to both boys and girls, but believes that the
girls in her year do not usually join the boys` groups to play ball games. There are two
main types of playground behaviour exhibited by the boys that Linda feels make the girls
reluctant to join in their games. Firstly the boys are content to have a very long handball
line of up to 32 children, whereas the girls prefer to have no more than six. The girls are
reluctant to join the boys’ line, as they do not like the long wait and the fact that the boys
tend to get them out straight away. Linda perceives that the different ways the genders
treat each other when engaged in sports games also discourages the girls from joining in
with the boys, the boys are like, you’re gonesky…whereas the girls are like, I’m sorry I
got you out, I didn’t want to.
Linda has noticed that new children are sent away on their first day to write a test.
Her class teacher takes this opportunity to go through the bounce back program with the
class on how to make a new friend. The class then makes a concerted effort to make the
new child welcome. Linda believes that the welcome the newcomer receives largely
depends on his or her personality, if they are like all friendly they would get more friends
at the start. It is not unusual for the class to receive students from other countries and
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Linda mentions that she makes a special effort with these students, I try to talk simple.
Most students, however, come from the local Jewish community and, there is usually
someone that knows someone. Like they went to preschool or they are family friends.
Linda’s school day is mostly academically and culturally challenging, as well as
socially accepting. She is not only involved in all the extension classes, but also belongs
to the school choir and animal club which is a charity program for animals. Linda is
vaguely aware of the school’s Jewish program, seeing it more as a part of her daily life
than a special type of program. She enjoys the discos the school puts on at Purim and sees
it as an opportunity to see how her classmates dance. The security guards at the gate
make her feel secure rather than threatened, I feel secure and I like to say hello. All in all
Linda’s perception of her school day is one of challenge, fun and a refuge from her
outside world, which was conveyed to this researcher as one that encompasses both high
expectations and pressure.

Westerford School Composite Textural Description
The thematic units that emerged as reflecting the lifeworld of the Westerford participants
were in order of priority to the students: Friendship, Expectations, Peer Relations,
Challenging Instruction, Teacher Relations, Religion, Power, Non Academic Activities,
Gender and Experience of School Space.

Friendship
All the participants perceived that Westerford School had a more open and
welcoming social environment than most other schools. The participants had been able to
find friends to whom they related and most felt no need to mask their academic ability in
order to establish peer relations.
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Participants who spoke about their friendships had different ideas about the
characteristics that were important in a good friend. For Alana who was in the Year 6
opportunity class the primary criteria were trust and someone who did not spend all his or
her time studying, but enjoyed taking part in fun out of school activities. Karkanses, who
was in the same year group, sought very different qualities. She looked for friends that
were reasonably clever and interesting. She also felt that she should have a few close
friends rather than be friends with a lot of people. Julie who was in the Year 5
opportunity class looked for honesty and friendliness and did not believe that academic
acumen was an important quality in a friend, not really like smartness or anything… I
kind have the dumbest friend in the world but she's my best friend. Ely who also was in
the Year 5 opportunity class felt that intelligence level was unimportant for her. She
looked for friends that were non-judgemental, nice, understanding, patient and honest.
Jason, who was in the same classroom, sought friends that played sport, had a sense of
humour and were not quick to fight. David (Year 5) looked for kindness and friendship in
his friends, whereas it was important for Fred in Year 4 that his friends were not boastful.
He preferred that his friends were instead, really nice and humble.
Despite the diverse qualities that the participants sought in a friend they all had
found at least one good friend at Westerford School. Indeed, they perceived that isolated
students were a rarity at their school as most students saw themselves as part of one big
community (Ely, Year 5) rather than small fractured groups. Fred perceived that children
were not left out of games in Year 4 and that this could only have happened to students in
classes when they were in Year 2, as they were still learning at this point how to socialise
effectively. When a child was seated alone, most participants felt that it was usually due
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to a playground conflict that generally was quickly resolved either by the children
themselves or the teacher on duty. When aware of isolated students or conflicts amongst
friends, many students were quick to step in and offer their assistance. Alana described
this phenomenon by saying lots of the time me and my friend if we see anyone like if they
are in Year 3 or Year 7 or whatever we will go up to them. Lots of people are like that.
Participants also described how children were quick to step in and help friends solve
playground disputes. Many of the participants perceived that they were willing and not
shy to take these actions due to the family atmosphere that had been formed at the school.
They believed that this atmosphere had been created due to the fact that it was a small
school and most of the students knew each other either through siblings at the school,
school cultural events or their community contacts. Julie described this experience in the
following quote: I’ve got a sister in the school so they all know me. Like I walk past on
the way to school and they all say hello to me and I say it back, but like I know little kids,
cause like siblings and their friends (Julie, Year 5).
Julie and Alana perceived that this feeling of belonging to the Westerford family
had been somewhat displaced by their move to the opportunity class. They both felt that
the opportunity class had created its own family that was separate from the one formed by
the school community. Both of these girls perceived that this split between their classes
had caused them to feel socially uncomfortable, as they felt pulled between the two
groups. They were somewhat reluctant to forge new friendships in the opportunity class
as they did not want to risk losing old friends they had known since Year K. Julie
highlighted this experience by saying, … I kept my friends with me, except the thing is I
have become closer to the people in the OC but not as close as I am to the others, like
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they always ask me, do you want to play handball with us and I don’t know what to say,
should I, because I am in their class or should I go play with my friends (Julie, Year 5).
Both girls believed that their social isolation from the mainstream students was further
promoted by the fact that they were the only girls selected by Westerford School to enter
the opportunity classes.
Karkanses, who was new to the school, also perceived the opportunity class as
having an insular, family type of atmosphere. She experienced this environment
positively, as she had been bullied at her former school and was therefore not keen to
form friendships with mainstream students, I am with them (opportunity class) all the
time I am just better friends with them and I don't really fit in (with mainstream students).
…I don’t really like the other girls, not many of them. Ely, however, who was also a
newcomer to Westerford School, did not share these girls’ experiences of isolation from
the larger school community. Rather, she perceived that her Year 5 opportunity class was
strongly interrelated with the rest of the school community, we’re just all one big
community it’s really good because we all know each other…Most people they just sit
down with a friend and then everybody starts sitting around them… We all sit in big
groups…we sometimes have one or two groups because people are sitting and we can’t
all fit together, but then we still like talk to each other. At my old school you didn’t
interact with another group. Ely’s experience was mirrored by the male participants who
also felt that there was no social barrier between the opportunity and mainstream classes
at Westerford School. The boys instead described large, interclass, open sports games that
brought all the boys together at break, there is just one big soccer game …And we play
with other years (David, Year 5). Jake perceived that his change to Westerford School
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offered him a unique social opportunity as not only was he able to have contact with
mainstream peers at break, but he also was able to bond with the girls and the boys,
instead of just the boys in his small opportunity classroom. The Year 4 students’
experiences were somewhat different to those of the older participants, as they had not
yet experienced an OC class environment. They did attend extension classes and found
that both extension and non-extension students in their Year 4 class mixed easily on the
playground.
Linda, however, was the only participant at Westerford School who perceived that
her Year 4 peers belonged to either the sporty or friendly group. This type of grouping
arrangement did not coincide at all with the experiences of the other participants, who
found that where groups did exist they were open to all. Indeed, all of the participants
who were new to the school were especially aware and pleased to find that group
entrance criteria that had existed at their past schools were not in effect at Westerford
School: everybody is friends pretty much in the year, unlike my old school where you
were either like the sporty people they were one group and then there was the not so
sporty people were another group of friends (Jason, Year 5).

Expectations
Competition
While the stimulating academic classroom environment was positively recognised
by all of the participants, many of the girls found the increased academic pressure
stressful. The boys interviewed were not as concerned about loss of ranking and seemed
to be more aware that they would still be achieving high grades if returned to the

113

lifeworld

mainstream classroom. Indeed Karkanses perceived that high grades were probably more
important to most girls than the boys in her Year 6 opportunity classroom.
Jake who was in the Year 6 opportunity class aptly demonstrated many of the
boys` attitudes in the following quote, it’s a lot harder to top the class cause [sic] you get
some really, really smart people in it…knowing that I’m in the top 13 of the year, cause
[sic] the OC is thirteen people, make me feel really good. Indeed Jason found that he felt
less stressed in the Year 5 opportunity classroom than he had in the mainstream one, as
he was no longer expected by his peers to maintain the top position, it’s good to know I
am not one of the only smart people in the class, like sometimes if you don’t get a good
mark in a test. Jason also compartmentalised the importance of certain tests over others
and put more energy into tests that went into his portfolio, whereas most of the girls
interviewed did not seem to differentiate between them, which may have led to them
feeling overwhelmed at times. Alana communicated this experience by saying, I don’t
like all the stress…a lot of pressure is that the marking is so hard and you are like I am
going have to do well and if I don’t I am going to get a bad mark and everyone will know.
The fact that the Year 6 opportunity students’ marks were displayed all over the
classroom (Karkanses, Year 6) by their teacher aggravated both Alana’s and Karkanses`
sense of academic pressure, you get very upset and you don’t want to come to class
anymore, because you feel humiliated that you have got this mark…when you have got all
your peers looking at what you have got…you think like if we didn’t have them up then
we wouldn’t be so fussed about whether you got a really good mark or not (Alana, Year
6). This procedure of displaying class marks had led Karkanses to purposefully engage in
coping strategies to manage her academic identity with her peers, when they ask me what
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my mark was and they didn't know what it was and it wasn't very high, I say I can't
remember exactly, because it was about 98%. Karkanses also perceived that the
showcasing of students` grades had negatively impacted the competitive level in her
classroom. Julie who was in a grade lower than Karkanses used the following metaphor
to describe the competitive atmosphere many of the girls perceived existed in the
opportunity classrooms, it used to be like a friendly soccer match, but now it’s the real
thing. The male participants, however, did not share this experience. They perceived that
there was no negative competition in their classrooms and that the only competition that
took place was in a light hearted manner. Jake described this atmosphere by saying, It’s
not competitive, it’s just everybody respects other people’s ideas and stuff.
Ely’s experiences of change of grades and classroom competition were more
closely aligned to the male participants’ experiences than those of the female participants.
She was unperturbed by her change in grades and like the boys in this study, did not see
her classroom as having a competitive environment. She perceived instead that, Some of
us are better in like some aspects, so some of us are really good at maths others are
really good at English, so it’s not really competitive cause [sic] you’ve all got your own
talent. Linda also perceived that both her Year 4 mainstream classroom and extension
classes were largely non-competitive environments with students merely trying their
hardest and only becoming more grades orientated two weeks before prize giving. Unlike
the Year 6 opportunity classroom, grades were not displayed in Linda’s class. Linda
perceived that her teacher actively discouraged grade competition in the Year 4
classrooms by asking the students to try to keep grades private. Linda therefore did not
feel pressured to share her grades and did so only when she wanted to.
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Homework
Homework was also seen as a stressful experience by both Alana and Julie. They
both believed that the opportunity class homework took up too much of their free time.
Alana described this experience as being particularly stressful, you get all stressed, you
think oh my god, and I have to do 3 hours of homework tonight. You know we shouldn’t
have that, we should like have an hour of homework or less and then go and have a play
and do stuff that a normal child does. Ely who was new to the Year 5 opportunity class
once again had a different experience to most of the girls, as her experience of homework
was more in keeping with that of the boys. She perceived that it had been a lot worse at
her old school as teachers expected all unfinished work to be completed as homework,
whereas at Westerford teachers reduced her stress a lot by allowing most of the work to
be done together as a class. Linda also did not experience the homework set by her
classroom teacher negatively, as she found it only took her a half an hour, whereas her
piano practice took her two hours. The boys generally did not experience homework as
stressful, indeed David found that it was a positive experience when he compared it to
previous school years, as it was the same amount, but more challenging, not easy, boring
and time consuming.

Expectations of Important Others
Although the participants held different perceptions about the pressures of
classroom grades and set homework they all believed that important others, both in their
school and in some cases their home environment, held unrealistically high expectations
of their capabilities, both academically and socially. This perception was aptly described
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by Alana in the Year 6 opportunity class, it’s kind of like you know you’re the OC class
and just because you are smart then you have to be really good at everything else.
The participants believed that academically their teacher not only expected them
to complete a lot harder work in their classrooms, but also expected them to perform
above average level on outside competitions. Jason described how the Year 5 opportunity
class students were no longer expected to perform at the norm level in the UNSW tests,
The OC class people would get like a credit…that would be average, but if you got
participation it is not very good. Participants also described how class teachers arranged
groupings of one opportunity class student with two mainstream students when they came
together as a class. Most participants believed that the teachers expected them to take on
the role of academic leaders in these groups and take on more of the workload. Jake
described this perception if we are in group work with other classes, the people in the OC
class are expected to pick up a bit more slack than other people.
Most of the participants perceived that these high academic expectations held by
teachers of opportunity class students sometimes extended to the social realm as well, I
have had a few teachers in some cases when something happens, they’ll say to me like, oh
you’re an OC class student you should be doing better…In their classroom and outside
(David, Year 5). Some of the female participants felt that their teachers` high social
expectations were further demonstrated by the fact that they had experienced times when
they had worked through their Bounce Back period in order to get up to date with their
academic workload, if we are really, really busy we have to use that period to catch up
on work (Ely, Year 5). Opportunity class members still had an opportunity to experience
the program at least once a week, but did not get as many lessons as their Year 4
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counterparts. Linda did not share this experience, as she perceived that her teachers did
not have overly high social expectations of the extension students: most of the kids in
extension groups are mostly very wild.
The opportunity class participants generally perceived that their teachers were not
alone in their high expectations of opportunity class students, as their peers also expected
them to perform well academically. Most of the opportunity class participants felt that
this perception led their peers to believe that opportunity class students would be happy
to complete joint tasks when they were grouped together. David in the Year 5 opportunity
class described this experience by saying that they expect you to do most of the work. He
resented the expectation that because he was an opportunity class student that he would
willingly take on the entire assignment single handed, although he did not mind
completing it, if I know they can’t do it. When faced with this situation David now
completed the work he was supposed to do and left the rest for his team to complete.
Alana also illustrated this perception by describing how on school outings
mainstream peers expected the opportunity class students to come up with the intelligent
questions. Jason believed that these unrealistic expectations by both peers and some of
the teachers at the Westerford School did not translate to the sporting arena, in sports
everyone does the same pretty much, but was reserved for classes which involved
thinking things.
The results of the participants’ experience of high academic expectations with
family members was far more diverse than their school experiences, with some
participants not mentioning it as part of their experience and others finding it difficult to
bear. Alana recognised that many of her opportunity class peers felt the need to
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constantly achieve high grades due to parental pressure and was relieved that this was not
her experience, My parents aren’t fussed…I have to do my best, but if I don’t do well, it
doesn’t matter. Julie, on the other hand, felt a great deal of pressure to perform in an
academic manner and expressed this by saying, …whenever I say something dumb, which
I totally don’t know, Mum will go, oh but you are in the OC class, you should know that,
they always say that to me. None of the male participants related experiences in this area.

Peer Relations
Most of the extension students perceived that they were not teased by their peers
for their academic acumen at Westerford School. When words had been exchanged, it
had either been in a joking manner amongst friends or quickly resolved by the
participants themselves. Julie who was in the Year 5 opportunity class recounted, for
example, how her friends who were in the mainstream class jokingly said, Oh my god
Julie I can’t believe you said that like smarty pants, we didn’t understand anything. Julie
perceived that these words were not intended to hurt her, but were rather nothing more
than harmless teasing amongst good friends. Jake, on the other hand, had quickly dealt
with a boy in the mainstream Year 5 class who had called him a nerd for being an
opportunity class member by pointing out that his own sporting prowess far exceeded that
of the other boy. Karkanses and Alana who were in the Year 6 opportunity class believed
that teasing had once or twice developed into bullying at the school. They both referred to
an occasion when classmates had engaged in cyber bullying, but felt that it was quickly
dealt with by the school and that it had not recurred due to the school’s prompt, effective
response.
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While the students in the opportunity class had formed close relationships and
enjoyed working together, many of them felt that they did not get much class time with
their same-aged peers in the mainstream classes. This clearly upset Alana in the Year 6
and Julie in the Year 5 opportunity classes as they both had strong ties with students in
the mainstream classes. Alana felt that the Year 6 opportunity class was far too isolated
both in work and play from the rest of the school, I don’t like being so separate. Like the
learning is much better, so that is a really good part of it. But the school experience is
kind of social skills as well as learning how to do things much better. And we don’t get
the whole social thing.
While Jake acknowledged that he spent a great deal of time with the other classes
at break, he believed, like many of the girls, that there were not enough classroom
opportunities available for opportunity class students to mix with their mainstream
counterparts. David and Karkanses did not agree with this view as they both preferred
working with like-ability classmates and did not want this situation to be changed in any
way. David perceived that his mainstream peers were difficult to work with as he felt
they were, a bit disturbing when we’re doing work…They keep on making noise and
distracting.
Ely was the only participant who believed that the Year 5 opportunity class
interacted a great deal with the other classes: we mix really well, so we get to do heaps of
things together…we sometimes have classes where like two of the classes in our grade
come together…they sort of give you time to bond in some subject. Julie did not have this
experience because, although she recognised that her class did mix with the other classes
during art and drama, she was still separated from peers with whom she had formed
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relationships as they were divided by surname. Linda and Fred who were both in the Year
4 class had not yet experienced the opportunity classroom environment, but did attend
many extension classes and felt that they were able to mix easily with extension and nonextension children both in the classroom and at break time.
Although many of the participants would have liked one or two more classes with
their mainstream peers, they recognised that the opportunity class curriculum, as well as
the opportunity to work with like-ability peers, had positively affected their academic
growth, last year I was in the normal classes and you don’t learn as much as when you
are in the OC it is much more challenging. …you’re working with a lot of people that are
much brighter than you most of the time and, different, very good at different things… so
you learn a lot from other people which is really good (Alana, Year 6).
Many of the participants also perceived that they had found peers for the first time
with whom they could work really well (Jake, Year 6), as they were at the same level and
could keep up with their academic pace. This led some of the participants to feel that they
were understood and accepted for the first time by their class peers, I didn’t like working
with the children at my old school…I felt like out of place with the children there
(Karkanses, Year 6). Some of the participants from other schools also mentioned that
their isolation from their peers had been further impacted by the fact that they were
expected to complete extension activities alone, when it came to maths and stuff, I was all
by myself and stuff doing the advanced work (Jason, Year 5). This no longer occurred in
the opportunity class environment, where many of the participants referred to having a
family type of environment where classmates often worked in a team-like manner.
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With the exception of Alana, all the participants felt that they shared more than
academic compatibility with their extension peers, they are like me a lot, they like the
same things as me (David, Year 5). Participants mentioned that in the opportunity and
extension classes they were now able to find peers who understood them verbally and
also shared many of their non-academic interests. Julie, in the following quote, illustrated
this change, I like playing chess with my Dad at home and with the chess club I told one
of my friends in the O.C. class, oh will you do like chess if I do it? And they were like
maybe. And then I told my friends (in the mixed ability classroom) at recess and they are
like are you joking!
The peer relations that existed between the genders at Westerford School can be found
under the theme heading of Gender.

Challenging Instruction
All of the participants found pleasure in the level of challenge afforded to them in
the opportunity and extension classrooms. The participants who had attended other
schools were particularly aware of how their change of school environment had impacted
their academic growth. Ely aptly described this experience in the following quote: before
I wasn’t challenged, so I kept on thinking, you know what? This is easy so I don’t have to
use my brain, so I sort of didn’t use it much and it in a sense got dusty cause I wasn’t
used to using it …my brain wasn’t accessed…and now I come here and it’s so vibrant,
you’re always learning new things and you’re always understanding more because your
brain’s been functioning more. Many of the participants also believed that academic
stimulation had increased their motivation levels. Jake who was in the Year 6 opportunity
class demonstrated this perception in the following quote, because there’s a lot of hard
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work and I’m a lot more interested, cause [sic] we’re doing stuff that I really like. So I’m
interested in the stuff and I’ll go and look at it outside of school. Some participants also
felt that their extension teacher’s belief that the participants could achieve the high goals
set for them motivated them to move forward (Ely, Year5) and to try new things. Even if
some of the participants were not always fond of their teacher’s prodding to reach out to
the next level, they recognised that they were now capable of performing at a much
higher academic level, I am better at Hebrew now and I know more in maths, I know a lot
more in most areas (Jason, Year 5).
Julie, however, differed from the other participants in her experience of
motivation as her desire to achieve had been negatively impacted by her grade
orientation, I personally think I was more motivated before, because before I thought OK
it is easy, like I had more confidence before, like I got an A on my maths so after I got one
A I wanted to learn more so I could do better. So now I feel like I am not good so I don’t
really see the point of learning that much. Most of the other participants were no longer
concerned about getting top ranking, rather they were more concerned that their marks
demonstrated that they were eligible for the opportunity classroom, as can be seen from
the following quote: you want to be pretty cool about it. You don’t want to be the worst in
the class cause then you sort of feel that you don’t fit in and you feel that you are in the
wrong class (Jason, Year 5).
Linda, who was not yet eligible for the opportunity class, found that her Year 4
extension classes with older peers not only afforded her academic challenge, but also the
opportunity to make new friends as well. She found her regular class time very boring
and in the following quote described her desire to receive more challenging class work in
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all her subject areas, maths I go a year higher … I feel that I make new friends and well
it’s challenging… (Non-extension) I find it is quite boring …For example for grammar
we don't have any extension of anything. And you finish and you get bored and it is
sometimes half an hour, depending how the time goes and you finish the whole page,
including the star chart, which is supposed to be extremely hard and take a lot of time.
You finish it in ten minutes… I really want to get in (OC.) …The extension, the fact that I
don't have to wait for everyone in class and draw, the fact that everyone is at my rate.
Fred who was also in the Year 4 classroom and attended the extension classes found that
the system of giving all the students in the extension classes the same sheets did not
answer his academic needs, as the questions were either very difficult or too easy for him.

Teacher Relations
The participants had different classroom teachers and therefore their experiences
with their teachers were very diverse. Most of the participants, with the exception of
Karkanses in Year 6, felt that their teachers were effective in solving social and emotional
problems within their classrooms, as can be seen in the following quote: And in class if
they find students are getting bullied in some way then without mentioning names they
will be like, there has been some bullying…so like if there is a problem they don’t say
Alana is being bullied, but they make sure that people talk about it (Alana, Year 6).
Jake and Ely felt that their teacher had both an academic and an emotional
understanding of advanced learners. Ely expounded this perception by describing how
her teacher made the opportunity class students feel comfortable on the first day of term
by addressing their fears, the teacher was saying how she knows that we all feel like the
other people are smarter than us and she explained that this is nothing to feel ashamed
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of…so we thought that you know what that, it’s a, a bit silly because we all feel the same
way, so it’s not like they think they’re smarter than us, because they feel exactly the same
way as us. Whilst Alana and Julie perceived that their teachers could deal with social and
emotional issues in the classrooms they felt that they had experienced a more motherly
relationship with their teachers prior to their opportunity classroom experience.
All the participants mentioned times when they had either seen or personally
experienced a teacher’s help with social problems on the playground. Alana described
how teachers made an extra effort to ensure that children never sat alone on the
playground, if a teacher spots someone who is sitting by themselves or they see another
one sitting by themselves they will pair them. Alana went on to explain that students at the
school followed their teachers’ example and were keen to approach and involve students
who were sitting alone.
Students new to the school revelled in the small class sizes which they perceived
allowed their teachers to recognise their strengths and provide them with more individual
attention (Jake, Year 6). This experience was aptly described by Ely, the teachers do
recognise us for our strengths, because at my old school there could be up to 33 people in
a class…so the teachers couldn’t really put enough attention on you…now there’s only
15. Both Jake and Jason were relieved to be at a school where the class size allowed their
teacher to address their individual learning needs. Jason had found that as an advanced
learner he had usually been ignored at his previous school by his teacher. He believed
that his previous teacher who had a large class needed to give the limited time she had
available for individual attention to the people that needed help. Jake’s teacher at his
former school also had a large class with which to contend, but had endeavoured at times
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to meet his academic needs by printing out extension sheets for him. However he had felt
uncomfortable interrupting the lesson to ask for another sheet, At my old school we
weren’t streamed or anything, it was just one big class…I found that when I did get the
extension work it didn’t take me very long so I just had to keep getting more and more… I
had to go to the teacher and interrupt him doing another lesson with the other people…
and at this school it takes me a while to do the work. Participants at both schools also
recognised that a smaller class size made for a quieter, calmer environment which
enabled them to concentrate more easily. Although the participants were happy with the
level of challenge presented to them in their extension lessons, many felt that the
curriculum lacked a certain amount of choice, we don’t really have a choice (Ely, Year
5). This clearly frustrated some of the participants.
Not all the participants mentioned their experiences of teacher feedback on class
work and tests, but the ones that did were clearly divided by gender. Both Jake and Jason
had a matter of fact manner of describing their experiences with their teachers’ marking
system. Jason particularly liked the fact that his work was marked by a system called
‘track changes’ which allowed him to clearly see his teacher’s corrections. Alana and
Julie, however, were frustrated by their teacher’s corrections, as not only did they
perceive them as being too severe they also felt that they did not receive any information
on what they had done correctly or how to improve their work. Julie felt that her teacher
concentrated on the negative rather than the positive aspects of her work, she doesn’t
always look at the good points, she points out the errors where the other teacher pointed
out the good things then said just fix this (Julie, Year 5).
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Religion
Religion emerged as a powerful theme at Westerford School, with all of the
participants experiencing it as an important part of their school day. The students felt
bound together by their Jewish identity, which embraced both the Jewish community
inside and outside of the school. This perception led many of the participants to compare
their lifeworld at Westerford School to that of a family.
The participants experienced being Jews as an important aspect of their self
identities. Their Jewish identity was shared with the students at their school, as well as
the larger Jewish community. Participants who had attended other schools were
particularly aware of the sameness that they now experienced as Jews attending a Jewish
School. They had felt dissimilar from the general student population at their past schools
and were very aware that they were in the minority. Alana described this experience in
the following quote, I was the only Jewish person in the school… there was like five
hundred people, and I was the only Jewish person. Participants not only experienced a
shared identity with their Westerford School peers, but with the larger Jewish community
as well. Participants believed that the school actively encouraged this interconnection
through programs such as ‘The Living History Program’ and through visits from Rabbis
from other synagogues. The Living History Program was described by Alana to be made
up of members of the Jewish community that had lived through historic events in Jewish
history. They shared their first hand experiences with the Westerford students during
Jewish history classes.
Alana proudly described how her grandfather was the living history for her Year 6
opportunity class: we are doing the Living History Program and we learn about the
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Holocaust and different people’s experiences during the Holocaust... We have like 2
groups in the classroom and an older person that comes and talks to us about their life.
Our class’s history is my grandfather. Ely perceived that the school’s Jewish history
lessons had given her a better understanding of her identity as a Jew. She perceived that
learning about how the Jewish people had triumphed over adversity throughout history
had been a positive experience for her: …at my old school I didn’t know as much
so…when I heard about things I didn’t know so much about them so I couldn’t be sad or
happy, but now I’ve learnt about things about Judaism what happened through the ages
and about things that have happened to us, which even though they may be sad, it teaches
you…we’re strong and that you can’t put us down for our size, because we are a small
minority, but we’re still strong, we’re proud. Fred in Year 4 also experienced the
school’s connection to the outside Jewish community positively. He described how he
perceived that these outside visitors carried important messages from the Jewish
community to students at Westerford School, …we have all these people and we've got
these Rabbis coming from other synagogues that come here…they’ve got this warming
sense…as if the communities told them to say something to the school. In addition to all
these different experiences, participants felt that school’s size was also an important
contributor to their sense of school community, since it’s a smaller school you kind of
know more people. At my old school you would only know people who were your friends,
but at this school it’s like a community…we all know each other and we all say hi when
we’re talking, it’s really good.
The participants perceived that Westerford School not only actively promoted
relations with the outside Jewish community, but also encouraged interrelations between
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the students themselves. Indeed, many of the participants described their lifeworld at
Westerford as being similar to that of a family. Some participants felt that Westerford
School accomplished this phenomenon through the celebration of religious festivals in
which students from the junior and high played and danced together. Other participants
felt that the school’s encouragement of teamwork (Ely, Year 5) brought the different
classes together. Many of the participants perceived that going to school each day with
siblings and children from the same neighbourhood (Jake, Year 5) also had promoted a
family like atmosphere at Westerford School.
Participants felt bound together not only by their rich Jewish history, but by the
Hebrew language as well. This was a novel experience for many of the new participants,
as even though most had taken Hebrew classes at their previous schools, the lessons had
not been as often or as advanced. Jason described how, at his past school, he had become
frustrated in his Hebrew class, as every new school year they would have to return to a
basic Hebrew level in order to accommodate incoming students, It’s a lot different. Like
we used to have Hebrew once or twice a week but now we’ve got it once or twice a day…
in Hebrew every year you’d start again because there were always new people coming
in… like you went a lot slower like you would barely learn any… you wouldn’t learn as
much as you do here each week… you get more teacher attention because the teacher
didn’t usually have a helper and then there’d be the new kids who would get the attention
because they needed the help.
Ely, also new to the school like Jason, perceived that she was offered better
Hebrew lessons than those she had experienced at her past school. She described how her
new proficiency in Hebrew had positively affected her family relations as she could now
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communicate more effectively with her Israeli grandparents, …my grandmother would
say something in Hebrew to me and then I’d ask what that means and then my mom
would have to translate it and it’s like a three way conversation which sometimes got
annoying and the only thing I could really say on my own was sing songs because that
was the only thing I knew, so it was a bit frustrating at the beginning, but now like I’m
getting better, I can understand a lot more than I used to (Ely, Year 5). David and Jake
differed from the other participants in their experience of Hebrew classes, as neither
enjoyed these lessons. David, unlike the other participants, was also not keen on
participating in the school’s various religious festivals. He felt that they weren’t very fun
and that they wasted a lot of time. Nevertheless, David also believed that they were
important to school life at Westerford, as they helped students to relate to their Jewish
side.
Many of the participants perceived religious rituals such as daily prayers and
weekly Shabbats to be an integral part of their lifeworld at Westerford School.
Participants referred to morning prayers, prayers after lunch and special Friday
prayers…we start; we have prayers… every morning. Some days, like on a Thursday, we
do more prayers than others and on Friday morning we have the Shabbat service (Jake,
Year 6). The Torah, as well as Jewish history, was studied by all the participants. Fred in
Year 4 especially enjoyed Jewish studies, as he felt they were: fun because we get to go
in the Torah and learn all these new things that we haven't learnt in the past years and
we get to learn even more. He was particularly fond of hearing about the
accomplishment of all the good deeds that important biblical figures such as Moses and
Abraham achieved.
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All of the participants except Jake believed that school security was something
that was needed to keep them safe at Westerford School. Many of the participants
perceived that this type of protection, while not necessary at most schools was needed at
Westerford School, because it’s a Jewish school (Ely, Year 5). Fred in Year 4 was aware
of the negative consequences that no security could bring to a school with a Jewish
identity and believed that it was much better to have safety than anything else. Alana in
Year 6, however, found it weird that such safety measures were needed for school
children, but felt that it was an unfortunate necessity, It’s bad that we have to have it, but
good that they protect us. She also perceived that while the guards, high walls and
security gate made her feel safe they also caused her to feel over safe as well, over
protected in ways. School guards were a novel experience for the new students to
Westerford School. Both Karkanses and Jason felt, a lot safer (Jason, Year 5) at
Westerford than they had at their past schools. Jason also believed it to be a bit exciting,
whereas Ely perceived that it made her feel, a bit special. Jake in Year 6 on the other
hand believed that school security wasn’t really needed at Westerford school, but felt that
if the school believed it was necessary then it was good to have.

Power
Discipline
The majority of participants experienced the sub theme of discipline, but were
strongly divided in their feelings towards the school’s method of carrying out disciplinary
procedures through the use of the Redbook. The Redbook was described as a red folder
with sheets inside that basically say what you have done and it’s got a few lines where
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you explain…what you have done, how you can improve and what you will do next time
(Jason, Year 5).
The girls, who spoke of their experiences with the Redbook, clearly had negative
responses ranging from irritation to fear. Karkanses, for example, sarcastically referred to
it as this wonderful red book, whereas Julie and Alana described decidedly stressful
experiences, There’s this thing called the Redbook…that’s probably the main reason I
feel pressured…it kind of drops your confidence (Julie, Year 5). The girls believed that
many of the recorded infringements in the Redbook were uniform related and therefore
petty.
The boys who spoke about their experience with the Redbook had positive
responses and felt that it was either necessary as it stopped people from getting out of
control (Fred, Year 4) or that it was not as harsh (Jason, Year 5) a method as they had
previously experienced at past schools.
A class point system was also mentioned by the Year 6 girls, but was not
mentioned by the other participants. The Year 6 classroom teacher they believed had
devised it as alternative punishment to the school’s Redbook. Alana perceived it had its
benefits as a treat was awarded to students who managed to keep up their points. She
found the loss of points very stressful, you are like oh my god and you get all stressed
sitting there and at the end of it you feel like drowning in your tears, because you are so
upset with yourself for doing it. Alana perceived that this system of punishment would be
a lot more valid if the teacher awarded more points at the beginning of the term. The
participants’ perceptions of how the SRC represented students at the school’s requests for
changes can be found under the heading of ‘Gender’. The participants’ perceptions of the
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power their prefect body held at Westerford School is discussed under the heading of
‘Religion’.

Non-academic activities
Sport
Sport was a theme spoken about by all the participants in this study. The girls
were strongly divided when it came to this area and their feelings ranged from a
passionate interest to a ‘take it or leave it’ attitude. For the boys, on the other hand,
sporting experiences were overwhelmingly positive.
All the boys spent most of their free time both in and out of school engaged in
various sports teams, on Thursday we have interschool sport with like Mt Masada, Star of
David, Herzlia and those schools in the FA… before school. Well at the moment I’m
doing cross country training because I’m in Year 6 cross country …and we do that 7.30
Tuesday, Thursday and the next Tuesday, but on a normal day after the Year 6
training…I was in the SF actual competition. We have Thursday morning sport at 7:30,
then in the afternoon we do interschool sport but that’s during school time……it’s really
fun playing sport (Jason, Year 5). Alana and Karkanses were not fond of competitive
sports and preferred the sporting activities that were offered in PE classes as they usually
offered a more social aspect to the game played. Karkanses described these sports games
in the following quote: I like it when we can do badminton… because then I can be with
all my friends and I can play and none of us are very good and we can talk and not worry
about the game. Linda who was in Year 4 had no interest in school sports, but took
swimming lessons out of school, which seemed to fulfil a safety need rather than a
passionate interest. Julie and Ely’s experiences differed to those of the other girls, as they
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both felt passionately about their sporting activities and were not concerned about the
competitive nature of interschool sporting events, I love playing sports…I definitely love
soccer, but I love I think it’s T-ball (Julie, Year 5). Both girls enjoyed fast running, but
were unable, as females, to join the school’s soccer team.
The female participants` outside of school activities tended to be related more to
the arts and were not as sports orientated as the boys, I have my (piano) lessons on
Fridays I also have my lesson and on Saturdays I practise a lot… I like ballet, jazz and
contemporary and tap…I do all of them… usually on Mondays and Tuesdays 2 hours, for
Thursdays 1 hour and for Saturdays I think about 6 hours…of dancing then I go to my art
lesson and then after then I have to practise dancing just a little more at home ( Linda
Year 4).
All of the participants with the exception of Karkanses experienced very full after
school schedules. She explained that living far from the school made it difficult for her to
take part in the school’s extra-curricular program. Karkanses was confused about how the
girls in her class coped with their homework and heavy after school schedules. Alana
who was in the same class recognised that her extra-curricular activities interfered with
homework time, but felt that her time spent developing her singing voice and performing
with the Australian Children’s Choir was far more important.
Music was an important part of most of the participants’ lifeworld at Westerford
School. Learning a musical instrument was compulsory at this school and participants
spent many hours either practising their instruments with one of the school’s orchestras or
singing in the school choir. David, for example, spent a great deal of time after school
practising with two school bands, I play the saxophone… I am in the concert band and
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the junior stage band… In the concert band we play classical pieces and in the junior
stage band we play jazz… We have concerts like we have one coming up called ‘the night
of jazz’ (David, Year 5).
With the exception of David, who said he would rather stay at home than attend
school, most of the participants looked forward to their school day. Alana’s positive
expression of, I love the school…It’s a really good school resonated with the rest of the
participants, who believed that Westerford School on the whole offered them a positive
social and academic environment. There were, however, one or two changes some of the
participants felt that, given the opportunity they would make to their school day. Julie
would have preferred that advanced learners’ needs were extended in the mainstream
classroom, I would maybe not have an OC class, but have two teachers in one class and
just one teacher focuses just mainly on a few students and the other teacher focuses on a
different student. So you could still mix with more people, like you would get different
work to the other people by having one teacher address the advanced learners’ needs
whilst the other one taught the regular curriculum to mainstream students. Julie would
also have appreciated the opportunity to try out for one of the school’s soccer teams. The
girls were actively addressing this issue through the SRC, but had been unsuccessful
when last interviewed. Alana would have liked to see the Music Department change its
policy of only accepting musical instruments and not singing as part of its formal
program. Alana felt passionately about singing and would have liked an opportunity to
develop her singing talent further during the time scheduled for instrumental practice.
The other changes the participants sought related mostly to subject times. David, for
example, found Hebrew difficult and would like to have cancelled all his Hebrew classes
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and extend his science and maths ones instead, whereas Ely would have liked to have had
more art lessons.
Fred was the only participant who referred to a social behaviour change being
needed on the playground. He noted, however, that the Bounce Back program had been
productive in this area and he had already noticed that the more aggressive boys’
behaviour had improved, It's made a, probably, a very big difference. I've seen like there
are some boys that used to be really, really rough and now they barely hurt a flea.

Gender
The new students were surprised to find that many of the sports games that had
been restricted only to males at their past school were open to girls at Westerford School,
my old school, the boys and girls they didn’t really interact, but here the girls play soccer
and the boys play handball and yes, we interact heaps… here it’s just all open (Ely, Year
5). The Year 4 students once again held different perceptions from the opportunity class
participants in this area, as they believed that it was not usual for the girls and boys in
their class to mix. Linda believed that the girls voluntarily stayed apart from the boys`
open sports games, as the boys were usually better players and got them out straight
away. The boys also had a long queue for the handball line, as they played in large
groups. This meant that the girls did not always get their turn before the bell rang. The
girls therefore preferred to play games such as handball in small groups amongst
themselves.
While most of the participants perceived that playground games were open to
both genders on the playground, their classroom experiences were somewhat different, as
they were influenced by their teachers’ perceptions of appropriate social behaviour
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between the genders. Ely, for example, described how her Year 5 opportunity class
teacher opened their first class by saying, this class is a gender free zone, you won’t be
judged on what gender you are, we’re all equals…I’m not going to like make you sit with
girls or you have to sit with your own gender…you can sit with whoever you like. Some
of the girls, however, believed that girls and boys had been discouraged from playing
soccer together by the school’s sports department. Julie described her perception of the
situation in the following quote, Netball was compulsory (for the girls) and we thought
we should be mixed with the boys…But we don’t play soccer, soccer is for the boys … Mr
Todd said he doesn’t like want to separate boys and girls but he thinks that some girls
hate soccer and that he think that it is better for boys to do different sports to girls.…Mr
Todd also said how would the other schools like coaches for the boys, think about that.
They could think oh my God girls, let’s beat them or smash them or something, or they
are girls like take pity on them…we thought that there should have been like girls mixed
with the boys. Most of the male participants had a far more open view about the girls
joining their teams than the one presented above. Jason, a top athlete and member of the
school soccer team, believed that the numbers on the team should be increased and that
the girls should be given a fair chance to get in. The girls interested in soccer team
membership had taken their request to the SRC when last interviewed.
Whilst most of the participants were open to the genders interacting on the
playground, some of the girls perceived that there were clear social differences between
the ways boys and girls interacted with their friends. Most of the girls perceived that the
boys were not as socially minded (Karkanses, Year 6) as the girls. They felt that they did
not forge a strong personal life together (Alana, Year 6), as their relationships were
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primarily sports based. Some of the girls believed that the boys` sports orientation
resulted in them forming one big group (Linda, Year 4) which did not allow for intimate
conversations between friends. Karkanses perceived that when they did get a chance to
talk together during the seated period of lunch break they addressed their friends
indirectly as they sat in a line or like one talking here, here and here. They will talk like
that to each other… They are all not facing each other when they are having this big
conversation. The boys themselves described their social arrangement on the playground
in a similar fashion to the one that had been outlined by some of the girls. They perceived
themselves as physically active and described various open sports games that they played
with large groups of children. Most of the boys, however, believed that their sports
groups were not solely made up of boys and that their games were open to female
students that were sports orientated. This phenomenon was strongly reflected in the
experiences described by both the male and female Year 5 opportunity class participants,
All the year fives play either soccer or handball (Jason, Year 5). While the Year 6 girls
did interact socially with the boys in the playground they preferred to sit and talk
together. When the boys did join sports games some of the girls delighted in teasing them
by dropping their hats on them while they played soccer.
Many of the boys replicated their school social sports games on the weekends
with outside sports teams. Fred perceived that he had no need to make weekend social
arrangements as he was going to meet his friends at sports anyway, I just see friends all
the time, I don't really need to have friends over… because some of my friends are in
soccer teams so I bump into them at soccer when we're playing them (Fred, Year 4). Not
all the male participants had this experience as can be seen by David’s description; he
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played in sports teams on the weekend, but also arranged to go out with one or two
friends. The weekend sports games served not only as a venue for the boys to interact
socially outside of school, they also served as a meeting place for boys in the Jewish
community. Both Jake and Jason described how when they joined Westerford School
they already had several friends in their new opportunity class that they met through
sports teams, I knew most of them… I think there were three new boys in the class, me, a
boy called Jared and a boy called Ron, were the only new boys in the class but all those
other boys I had played sport with (Jason, Year 5).
The girls did not have the luxury of socialising with school friends at weekend
sports games and therefore perceived that it was necessary to make social arrangements
with friends. The exception was Karkanses, who believed that she lived too far away
from the school to make plans and that if she did the mums would make a big fuss, which
she wanted at all costs to avoid. All the other girls delighted in having friends over on the
weekend. Ely was especially happy with her new social environment, as she enjoyed
having friends over for Shabbat dinner which had been a difficult experience for her at
her past school, …when I invited friends over and I had Shabbat dinner they would all be
saying what do I do…which makes me feel… a bit embarrassed but at this school even
though they might not do it personally, they’ve heard about it and they know what’s
happening so they’re not sitting there thinking what’s going on… a very big
comfort…Socially having people over on Friday nights makes a difference. The
participants’ experience of belonging to a homogeneous Jewish school population has
been further discussed under the theme of religion.
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Experience of school space
The experience of school space was a small theme and one not addressed by the
Year 4 participants. The new students to the school were very aware of changes in their
school landscape with some of the boys being especially aware that they were now
sharing their school space with larger high school students. The older girls experienced
school space in a social sense and were more concerned with aspects of space that related
to social exchange between the students at Westerford School.
The students new to Westerford School were particularly aware of changes both
in their playground and classroom space. Both Jason and Karkanses believed that their
past playgrounds had been more spacious. Jason perceived that while Westerford School
was the same size campus or even just a bit bigger than his past school, it was more
congested as there were double the amounts of people (Jason, Year 5). He attributed this
to the fact that there were a lot of high school people which made the campus a lot more
crowded. Jason experienced mixed feelings about sharing his campus space with high
schoolers as he felt that they filled the locker areas and passageways which meant that it
took him a long time to get out, but on the other hand they also could be very helpful. Ely
also experienced the school campus as having more students than her past one. She
described how she now had to be careful when running on the school pathways, as she
did not want to bump into anyone. Ely also believed that the school’s arrangement of
classroom and recess space encouraged students to be more social at Westerford School,
… at my past school…it was more open plan, everything was connected, but here we have
separate buildings…here it’s actually good because there are a lot of different buildings
but you’ve got people from your grade which you see more often (Ely, Year 5). Alana,
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who had been at Westerford School for many years, had the opposite view. She perceived
that classroom layout at Westerford School discouraged social interaction between the
children. She believed that the same year groups should have been arranged close
together so that when students came out of their classes and passed each other they could
say hi.
Jake and David were both aware that the smaller number of students in the
opportunity classroom allowed them to experience a less enclosed classroom space. Jake
believed that the big spaces in the opportunity classroom were especially useful when
they did group work, as they could make use of unoccupied desks. In addition to the extra
work space, David also perceived that fewer people in the classroom space meant that it
was easier for him to focus as there was less noise.

Bishop College Observations
Initial Observation
When I arrived at Bishop College primary school, the first thing I noticed was the
school’s crest, a large eagle pinned to the side of a large red brick building. I noticed that
in order to gain access through the large sliding glass doors one had to stand outside the
doors and press a bell. The door was automatically opened and I introduced myself to the
staff in the school office. Unlike the other schools I visited, no one welcomed me or
offered to show me to the participants` classrooms and I was left to my own devices on
how to find my participants. In fact one of the participants I asked to see was absent and I
had to find one of his classmates to tell me where he was. Luckily it was recess shortly
after I arrived, so I decided to make my way onto the playground to find the next
participant that was to be interviewed. On my way down the corridor I noticed that the
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corridors were empty and quiet with the exception of a small boy of about five years of
age seated cross legged outside the vice principal’s office for recess detention.
I decided to take a route onto the playground which led me through the primary
school hall. The hall was rectangular in shape and the walls were decorated on either side
with wooden plaques bearing various students’ awards, some dating back as far as 1947. I
noticed that the older plaques held the sports awards and were far more numerous than
the academic awards. The sports awards filled the entire right hand wall and covered
numerous sports such as basketball, rugby, cricket, softball, tennis, athletics and
swimming. The rear wall held plaques naming all the school officers over the years,
whereas, the left hand wall was a quarter filled with non-sporting awards, such as chess
and debating. The academic plaque had six students listed for academic scholarship and
had started in 2001.
At the front of the hall there was a stage, with heavy, dark blue velvet curtains,
which were framed either side by black and white portraits of the school symbol: a large,
scowling eagle with its wings outstretched. Two house flags hung from the wall at either
side of the stage and were coloured yellow, blue, red and orange. On the floor at the front
of the room to the right of the stage there was a piano; the rest of the floor area had been
left clear in order to make accommodation for students during school assemblies.
On my way back from my interviews with the participants, I once again took a
different route. Just before I came to the corridor that housed the vice principal and
reception area, I came across a large glass case that was filled to the brim with silver
trophies and plates. I spent some time going through the various awards and found that
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they were all for sport and that none had been given for an academic or non-sporting
event.

Bishop College Playground Observation
The main primary school building faced onto a large basketball court which was
reserved for Year 5 and 6 students. At one end of the basketball court, there was a
shaded area with seats and at the other end there was a tuck shop and steps leading up to
the Year 3 and 4 playground. There was a large clock and a motif of a dragon on the
school building.
This was the first time I had observed a boys` only play area and was amazed at
the whirl of activity taking place in front of me. All the boys seemed to be caught up in
some sort of physical activity, with only one or two boys opting to read a book or quietly
talk to friends. Cricket, tennis, basketball and soccer balls flew in several directions.
Wall ball was by far the most popular game with every inch of playground wall being
taken up by the fast moving game. The game was explained to me by one of the
participants and requires players to stand against the wall while a ball is bounced in their
direction, if hit, the player becomes frozen. A basketball game was also in progress with a
group of boys playing cricket right in the middle of it. There were two teachers on duty
at either end of the basketball court, both were male. Larry, one of the Year 6 participants
was taking part in a fast moving basketball game. Shugilu played handball with a group
of Year 5 boys. David and Bob sat on a bench with two other boys going through class
worksheets.
The Year 3 and 4 playground looked down on the Year 5 and 6 one and was
connected by a flight of steps. The playground was L-shaped and was made up of a
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basketball court and a small court for bouncing balls. There were benches for the students
both in the basketball and small court area. The Year 3-4 playground, while still
animated, was not as frenetic as the Year 5 and 6 one. Students threw large rubber balls to
one another and bounced smaller ones. Some of the boys sat quietly on the surrounding
benches still eating or speaking to friends. One boy stood out, however, as he was
chasing some of the students with a stick with what looked like a squashed slug on it,
telling the boys that they had to eat it. James took part in a ball game on the basketball
court and John sat quietly with a group of friends exchanging Pokémon cards. Alan was
having difficulty getting accepted by the group with whom he wanted to play and had to
ask for the teacher’s assistance so that he could take part in their ball game. Alan was
allowed to join the wall ball game after the teacher on playground duty intervened. I
noticed while he played the game that he distorted his facial features.
The bell sounded to signal the end of break. I walked towards the main building to
get ready to observe Angus in his Year 6 classroom. The school caretaker noticed me
walking by and called out, are you the one from the university, you won’t find many that
you are looking for in this school. I was surprised and wondered, if he meant gifted
students so replied lightly, really, are you sure? Boys continued to run past me in all
directions, frantically trying to get into place before the next bell sounded. The choir
teacher noticed Marcus running to his place and exclaimed, go on Marcus, you can do it.
The boys gathered in class lines in front of the school building. The Year 6 teacher stood
raised from the ground on a wooden platform and addressed the boys through a large
microphone. The boys stood quietly with their hats off listening to the teacher. There was
also a teacher addressing the students in the Year 3 and 4 playground. He was reminding
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the students that there were winter sports try outs the next day. Several boys responded
with glee saying, yes, yes, yes. The teacher further reminded them of the safety equipment
they would need, such as mouth and knee guards.

Year 6 Classroom and Extension Maths Class Observation: Lance
When I entered the Year 6 classroom the boys stood up to greet me. Their teacher
quickly made his way over to me to check my surname before introducing me to the
class. The class happily accepted my presence and settled back to work. The room was
completely quiet with some boys copying down notes from the board at their desks and
others writing in their books on the floor in order to get a better view of the board. The
teacher broke the silence now and again by responding to a student’s question or
observations in a manner that caused the class the students to giggle. For example, one of
the students remarked on the noise the caretaker was making outside the classroom, the
teacher responded by saying, You are disturbing, but we survive. Lance did not respond
like his classmates but chose to ignore his teacher’s humour and continue quietly with his
work.
Soon after I arrived in the classroom the class teacher announced that the
extension maths group could leave the room once they had copied down the science notes
from the board. The class continued to work quietly even when the teacher left the room
for a few minutes. When the teacher returned, Lance asked him if a fellow classmate was
going to join the group. The teacher responded by saying, oh now you have spoilt it, it
was meant to be a surprise. I was going to have a party. As he walked away from
Lance’s table, the teacher noticed a boy working diligently in his book and gave him a
back handed compliment by announcing, it must be the haircut, I must bring in my
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clippers next week. One of the boys in the front of the class responded to this comment by
saying, I haven’t had a haircut. The teacher replied, I know you will be getting one next
week. No, I won’t, the boy said, that’s a brave thing to say, said the boy next to him. The
teacher added, Trust me, you would rather go to a professional haircutter than have me
cut it.
As Year 6 boys recorded the notes from the board, Mr James answered students’
questions, one of which dealt with a leap year. A boy continued the discussion by calling
out that a woman at his mother’s work was born in a leap year, she is forty. Mr James
responded by saying, that would make her ten. The student agreed with Mr James’s
calculation. Mr James continued the conversation by adding, does she look forty or ten?
The student responded by making a rude remark about the women’s appearance, which
went undisciplined by the teacher and sent the class into fits of laughter. At this point
Year 6 maths extension students from other Year 6 classes began to arrive at the
classroom door. They quickly made their way across the classroom floor to the glass
office that adjoined the room. The group was comprised of six Year 6 students. Lance,
who was by far the tallest boy in the group, quickly made his way to the only chair in the
room, which was a large beanbag. The other students made themselves comfortable on
the carpeted floor. The group began to talk softly amongst themselves while at the same
time working on the same extension maths sheets. Lance offered to give the answers of
one of the maths sheets to the boy next to him. At this point Mr James stuck his head
through the door and told the students, You are supposed to be working independently, if
you are not doing so then you are not supposed to be part of this group. After he left one
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of the boys called out to Lance for an answer and was immediately quietened by another
boy.
Lance seemed to have special status in the group with his peers checking their
answers against his completed maths sheet. One of the boys got up to attend a music
lesson and he accidentally kicked one of the boys on the floor as he made his way to the
door. The boy on the floor shouted out at once, you kicked me, thank-you for kicking me.
The boy did not apologise but instead replied, it is a pleasure, do you want me to kick you
again? The hurt boy immediately responded by trying to kick the departing boy from his
position on the floor, but was unsuccessful. The other boys in the group ignored this
incident and instead spoke about the celebrations they had attended surrounding the
anniversary of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. The conversation then moved on to whether
Lance was going to sit the upcoming scholarship exam. The other students were well
versed in the exam’s requirements and discussed its cost and the different schools they
were applying to. The conversation then moved onto to the fees one would have to pay if
one attended an Ivy League University in the United States or a high status university in
England. While they were talking the boys had continued to work on their maths sheets.
One of the boys looked up and noticed that Lance was using a calculator to complete his
work. That’s cheating, the boy called out. Lance continued working and made no
response. Another boy then asked, Are we allowed to use calculators, I’d like to have
one? He then got up and left the room in order to collect one for himself.
Later in the day when I passed the Year 6 class to conduct an interview I noticed
that a boy had been placed at a desk as punishment outside the classroom door.
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Year 5 Maths and PHDPE Classroom Observation: Xiau and Trevor
The Year 5 classroom was carpeted and laid out with the 12 long tables facing the
whiteboard. Below the whiteboard was a computer with the teacher’s chair. There was a
large teacher’s desk placed at the back of the room in the right hand corner next to the
wet area that had sinks and was tiled. Immediately adjacent to this area was a long table
which housed four computers. In the far left hand corner of the room there were two
bookcases placed either side of the door leading into a small glass office. The walls of the
class room were devoid of any of the students’ art or class work and displayed instead
rules for grammar, safety rules and a world map. The only indication of the students in
the classroom’s identity was a board that displayed books that had been read for the
Premier’s Reading Challenge. Xiau sat at a table near the bookcase and Trevor was
placed at a table in the front row.
When I entered the classroom, all the boys except for two were seated near the
whiteboard in front of their class teacher. They were being asked to individually read out
the time it took them to complete a maths test and the teacher was entering their scores
into her computer. The teacher congratulated a boy named Chris who had come down
from 38 to 4 seconds by saying, you are our high achiever of the week. Trevor was also
congratulated for coming down a second and for having a very low time. The teacher
then asked the class if Chris was the only high achiever and if she had missed anyone
else. The class started to discuss this question and were quietened down by the teacher
and told to return to their seats. The teacher noticed a boy still talking and said, Chris,
you are the only person talking out of 23 of us, interesting. The class once again became
restless while waiting for the teacher to hand out the maths sheets. The teacher silenced
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them by saying, I am sorry you have to wait for more than 30 seconds for your sheet.
Sorry I am testing your patience. Trevor and Xiau have been working quietly while
waiting for their maths sheets. The classroom became very quiet, although the boy next to
Xiau began to quietly talk to him. Xiau did not respond and continued to work, as if he
had not heard him. The teacher left the room at this point and went into the small glass
office. The class continued to work quietly on the maths sheet that had been handed out.
A while later the teacher reappeared and said, Boys, you are working really well, I am so
sorry to disturb you, but you need to tidy your tables so that someone walking in would
think this is a tidy room. The teacher then directed the class to collect their hats and their
lunchboxes and make their way to the physical education classroom. Outside the physical
education class room, the class line met both the PE teacher, principal and vice principal.
The boys immediately began to tuck in their shirts and tidy themselves even before they
were told to do so by their class teacher. Mr Mullin, the PE teacher, was in his midthirties, had a stocky build and wore a white polo shirt with the collar up. I also noticed
that he had a thick gold chain around his neck from which hung two large gold
medallions.
The physical education room was lit by fluorescent lights and had no windows; it
was very cold due to the air conditioner being on full because of the sunny conditions
outdoors. The boys entered the physical education classroom and sat briefly in front of
the whiteboard, where they received their instructions from the PE teacher. They then
took their places at one of 27 computers lining the walls of the classroom. The walls
around the room displayed health education data and graphs that had been created by
various students on the computers. All the computers had headphones and a tall wooden
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stool placed in front of them. I took up a position at the back of the classroom and Trevor
and Xiau sat at computers adjacent to one another. The class took a while to get settled,
some boys clearly being more advanced in computers than others. Xiau, who went ahead
when he grew tired of waiting for the rest of the class, was immediately disciplined by the
teacher for doing so and told to write his name on the board and sit in front of the
classroom away from the computers in disgrace. The teacher, on finding that Xiau had
gone ahead, quickly circled the room to find other offenders that had moved forward and
sent four other students to the front of the room. The teacher was not aware of all the
students’ names and had to ask one of the boys his name so that he could add it to his
blacklist on the board. The punished boys were left at the front of the classroom for the
entire lesson while the class undertook a physical education test on the computer. The
teacher continued to admonish the already punished students by adding another blacklist
for boys that he spotted talking. Meanwhile a boy at the far end of the room constantly
shouted out for the teacher’s assistance and had all his questions answered without
chastisement. Xiau managed to escape further punishment and sat quietly on the floor
holding his knees and rocking back.
Many of the students had by this time completed the test but were required to stay
at their seats until the whole class was finished. Trevor was one of these students and
called out to Mr Mullin as he walked by saying, I know an easy way of hiding the screen,
you… but failed to finish his sentence as the teacher chose to carry on walking and ignore
his suggestion. All the students were then called to the front of the class and the teacher
checked with the students which sports they had played last year. Mr Mullin dismissed
the class at the sound of the bell by saying, Stand up if you weren’t sitting at the front and
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your name does not appear on the board. Most of the boys stood and formed a line by the
door, tucking in their shirts as they left.

Bishop College Individual Textural Descriptions
Year 5 Shugilu
Shugilu had attended Bishop College since kindergarten. He perceived that the
school was a friendly place and spoke of several friends that shared his interest. However,
he was aware that new boys to the school were sometimes stigmatised by the other boys,
if they revealed their intelligence before their sporting ability. Academically, Shugilu
believed that his strengths were largely supported by the school through his placement in
the extension classes. He found the extension classes stimulating, but perceived that he
often had to listen to work he already knew in his regular classroom.
Shugilu remembered his period of being a new boy in the school’s kindergarten as
an exciting time. When new boys arrived in the later years, he believed that they
generally chose someone they liked and followed him around in the hope that he would
talk to him and become his friend. He believed that the school gave no formal support to
new boys other than advising Bishop’s College students in the school assembly to make
them welcome. He had befriended a new boy called Peter whom he noticed had been
isolated by his peers. Shugilu perceived that Peter was ostracised by the other boys
because he came in when the testing was on and received really high marks. This,
Shugilu felt, led to him receiving the tag as a nerd. He believed that Peter didn’t have
much time to make friends….before the testings were on. Shugilu believed that the
unspoken rule for new boys was to try and avoid being too smart and to play lots of
games with the other guys from the beginning. Shugilu had been at the school for many
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years and believed that he could be who I am. If his social position changed, however, he
had determined that he would not perform badly academically to please his peers. He
believed that he would eventually find other smart boys that had also been left out of
games with whom to play.
While Shugilu had witnessed boys being isolated from their peer groups during
break, he perceived that there was no bullying taking place at Bishop College Primary
School. However, he believed that there was a strong chance that there were big boys
who were bullies in the high school. He had come to this conclusion through witnessing
the older boys teasing and annoying the senior chapel choir, of which he was its youngest
member. Shugilu believed that this type of behaviour did not occur in the primary
school, as they had very strict rules. While Shugilu believed that many of the primary
school’s strong rules were necessary, such as those that covered bullying and bringing
safe playground equipment to school, he perceived that some of the disciplinary
procedures were unfair. He was most upset about discipline procedures that punished the
whole class rather than the perpetrators themselves. This type of discipline had meant that
Shugilu had missed most of his Friday computer classes due to classroom noise. He
believed that the boys who did the talking should be the only ones punished. He resented
that he not only had to miss his favourite lesson, but was then forced to just sit and read
while he waited for them to catch up.
Shugilu not only had to spend his time waiting for peers who had misbehaved to
catch up, but he also spent time waiting for classmates to complete work that he found
easy. He described how he had found his maths class especially boring, as everyone did
the same thing. By the second interview, the maths class had become more stimulating
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for Shugilu as an extension class had been formed. He described with excitement, how it
was much better now, because I don’t have to do the boring stuff. He now wished for not
only a longer computer class, but a longer maths class as well. Shugilu also spoke with
excitement about a Bloom’s project that he had been assigned in his HSIE class. He had
decided not to take the group option for this project, as he had previously had negative
group experiences. He described how previously when he had worked in a group science
project, his peers had just sat and watched while he did all the work. He was also aware
that his peers might not choose to carry out the project his way, which he believed was
usually a good way. Despite Shugilu being unwilling to work with peers in the classroom,
he was happy to cooperate with his friends on the playground. He described how he and
his friends normally went each other’s way and never refuted anyone else’s game idea.
Shugilu believed that this openness towards each other’s game ideas had kept his group
together and prevented them from becoming involved in playground fights.
Shugilu perceived that most of the boys on the playground made friends with boys
that shared their sports interests. He described how when the break time bell rang, boys
would run to the part of the playground that was marked out with their chosen sports
game. For example, boys that had chosen to play basketball would sit on the sides and
keep the ball so that no one else would take it. Shugilu and his friends sometimes played
cricket but usually spent break times playing handball. Most of the playground, Shugilu
believed, was taken up by sports games. If playground problems occurred in any of these
groups, Shugilu believed that it was highly unlikely that they would turn to the
playground teacher for support. He perceived that this was due to the fact that the school
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held the expectation that the Year 4, 5 and 6 boys would solve all playground disputes by
themselves.
Shugilu perceived that boys at Bishop College were quite competitive, both on the
playground and inside the classroom. His classmates, he believed, were particularly
competitive when it came to their weekly maths tests results. Shugilu described how all
the boys in his class were aware of each other’s marks, as they had to call out their
weekly test scores to enable their class teacher to record the results.
Shugilu had several interests outside the classroom. He played basketball in the
summer and rugby in the winter. He was also heavily involved in the school’s music
program, being a member of both the primary and senior choir and the school’s
percussion band. Shugilu was also learning how to play the flute. Shugilu`s extracurricular activities meant that he had to arrive at school very early in the morning. He
did not resent doing so, as he looked forward to his music classes and taking part in
singing competitions outside the school.
Shugilu looked forward to his school day at Bishop College. He believed that he
had the social support of his peers and had been able to find boys to befriend that shared
his interests. Academically he was sometimes bored, but he believed that his school day
had greatly improved due to the commencement of extension maths and English classes.
The only change Shugilu could think of making to his school day, was the lengthening of
his lunch and recess periods, as he perceived that they were too short.

Year 5 Xiau (newcomer)
Xiau had recently moved to Bishop College from a Catholic school. He perceived
that his school move had been a positive experience, as he had felt different from many of
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his peers at his last school, due to the fact that he was one of the few non-Catholic
students at the school. Upon his arrival at Bishop College, Xiau was immediately
impressed by the school’s sports and computer facilities. He initially preferred his old
school, as he had found that the boys were not welcoming to newcomers and that he
couldn’t really join in any games.
Groups on the playground soon opened up for Xiau when the other boys became
aware of his superior cricket skills. Xiau played representative cricket and was a valuable
new member of the school’s cricket team. While Xiau recognised that his cricket
prowess had meant that boys had begun to let him join in a bit more he realised that this
came at a price. He perceived that his peers now expected highly of him in this area and
were clearly not impressed when he was out for a duck at a recent school cricket match.
Xiau perceived that most of the playground groups at Bishop College were
organised around various sports games. He had noticed that some boys liked to run
around and play tips, whereas others chose to play games such as handball or basketball.
When he first arrived at Bishop College, he noticed that the school had a different social
hierarchy to his old school. He perceived that he needed to learn how his new playground
operated and find out if there were any big group games in which basically all the boys in
the class would play. He also wanted to know if there were any small groups that might
not be as accepting of newcomers. Xiau was fortunate to befriend a boy called Chris who
helped him join a group that played handball. Without Chris’s help Xiau believed that he
would not have been welcomed into the playground groups at Bishop College. Xiau had
therefore decided that, if he noticed anyone lonely walking around, he would ask if they
wanted to join in.
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Bishop College’s social environment was not the only change Xiau had
experienced due to his move of school. He had also found that there was more homework
and that he now needed to learn French as a second language. Xiau perceived that while
he might not appreciate his extra workload now, he would later on in life as he believed
his increased knowledge would help him to obtain a good job. He was especially pleased
with Bishop College’s sporting program and facilities. Xiau described how his sports
classes had gone from half an hour a week at his old school to at least two hours of sports
on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays at Bishop College. He perceived that not only
had he experienced a positive change in the sporting facilities that were offered to him,
but believed that Bishop College also offered better technological facilities to its students
than his previous school. He described how he was now guaranteed a computer to work
on whereas in his old school they had not had a computer room, and had to take turns on
the classroom computer. Xiau also believed that the Smart boards in each classroom were
more efficient than the whiteboards that had been used at his previous school, as they
allowed for internet access.
Change of school had also given Xiau the opportunity to be extended in both
HSIE and English. Initially there was no maths extension group in Xiau’s class and he
found the work very easy and boring. By mid year, however, Xiau had been placed in a
maths extension class and with the school’s assistance was researching suitable Stanford
University online courses. Despite Xiau’s increased extension opportunities, he was still
expected to complete his class work first and was not given very much time to complete
his set extension sheets. This meant that Xiau was never able to complete his extension
work unless he did it for homework, which took up a lot of free time after school.
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Xiau had found that the other extension students in his class worked well together
and solved any problems that they came across in their extension work. He found,
however, that he was also expected to dedicate some of his time to helping his regular
classmates with their maths. This had meant that he had even less time for his own
extension work. Xiau felt particularly uncomfortable when his regular class teacher asked
him for assistance with maths problems. He described how, if she was not 100% happy
with her answer, she would ask him for his answer and if it was the same she knew that
she was right but if it was something different, then she would repeat what she did. He
found this situation especially stressful when his teacher got the wrong answer, as he
would then have to correct her in front of his class.
Xiau believed that it was his classroom teacher’s choice who went to the extension
groups. He believed that if you kept on getting good marks she would ignore one bad
mark. He found it strange that all the people who were in English extension were the
same as the ones in maths extension. Xiau believed that teachers at Bishop College had
different roles in the running of the school. He perceived that the headmaster was
responsible for financial choices and representing the school at meetings whereas the
Vice Principal, Mr Harris, had a more visible role in the school and was in charge of
interviewing and orientation days. Mr Harris was also in charge of school discipline and
Xiau believed that he was prone to growl at students who misbehaved and gave out
lunchtime detentions.
Xiao’s personal belief was that you should behave, because life will go the way
you want if you do. He had found that despite his best intentions, he had got into trouble a
few times with the school PE teacher. The PE teacher had disliked it when Xiau went
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ahead with his work and had punished him by making him write his name on the board
and sit on the floor for the remainder of the class. Xiau didn’t think that this was fair as
they had done the work so many times and he perceived that he should be allowed to
progress without having to listen to the teacher explain the work again and again.
While Xiau took an active part in the school’s sports program, playing cricket in
summer, rugby in winter and tennis year round, he was not as keen to become involved in
the school’s music program. He did not play a musical instrument but was a member of
the chapel choir. He had not made this choice due to a passionate interest in choral music
or singing; rather he believed that it would look good on his scholarship application. He
perceived that the school already knew that he played cricket and made the rugby…A
team; they were also aware that he was in the higher maths and English groups, so being
musical would be an added bonus. Xiau resented the fact that this meant he would have to
give up playing footy in the park to attend a music weekend.
Xiau believed that he had settled socially and that he could now find friends in the
playground at Bishop College. Academically, Xiau believed that his new school was
preparing him better than his previous school for a successful career. He was also aware
that the facilities at his new school were far superior to his previous school. Overall Xiau
perceived that he preferred Bishop College a lot more that his past school.

Year 4 Alan
Alan did not look forward to his school day at Bishop College. He felt
disconnected from many of his peers, unstimulated academically and powerless to change
many of his negative school day experiences.

158

lifeworld

In order for boys to be accepted socially at Bishop College, Alan believed that
they either had to be bad and do naughty things, or they had to be very fast and sporty.
Alan believed that he did not fit either category and formed a group with six other boys,
some of whom he had been friends with since kindergarten. This lack of fit socially on
the playground had meant that Alan and his friends spent break times being followed,
teased and hurt by other really, really bad boys in his year. Alan had tried to mediate the
situation by talking it through with these boys, but was mostly unsuccessful. Fights had
erupted weekly as a result, but had gone unnoticed by on duty teachers. Alan believed
that his attackers were able to get away with hurting him, as there were not enough
teachers on duty and there were rarely repercussions when they were reported. Most
upsetting for Alan had been the failure of the school bullying policy to assist him with his
playground problems. He perceived that the school should be helping stopping things,
but they don’t really do it. Alan had reported the matter to the vice principal and had
filled in the required bullying incident card with no effect. He perceived that boys like
him could not depend on the school system for support and that he would personally have
to rid the school of bullying alone.
The school playground at Bishop College, Alan believed, was not only closed to
his group of friends, but other boys as well, whose friends were sick or who did not have
anybody to play with. He explained that there were boys on the playground who were not
friendly and would not let you join in. The main reason for this type of behaviour, Alan
believed, was that the boys were reluctant to see group numbers increase, as it meant that
they had fewer turns during their break time sports games. He believed that games of
cricket and soccer, however, were often open, as boys could join in even without telling
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them. Alan perceived that he was very different from most of the boys at Bishop College
in his attitude towards school and reaction to aggressive behaviour. He preferred to go
away when boys were bad to him, whereas other boys at his school responded with
hostility. Alan liked to make friends with boys that were not aggressive and were kind.
He enjoyed playing games such as tips and spending time talking to them. He rarely saw
his school friends outside of school and believed that they did not share many of his
interests.
Alan not only felt socially disconnected from many of the boys at his school, but
felt academically ignored as well. He found his class work too easy and had approached
his teacher a lot in an effort to receive more advanced academic work, but had thus far
been ignored. As a result Alan believed that his teacher had neglected his learning needs.
He was further hindered in his effort to receive more complex work by being required by
his class teacher to complete all his class work before being allowed to move onto his
extension sheets. This meant that he had to complete the majority of his extension work
for homework. Alan was aware that boys in his classroom that showed their irritation
with the school system were not given the chance to do lots of things and were often put
into a group that was too easy and were given no new challenges. He was also mindful of
the fact that boys that did well academically in his classroom risked being labelled a nerd
by the other boys.
Alan perceived that he was powerless to stop the bullying, receive academic work
at his level and to make choices that affected his school day, such as what type of
instrument he played for music class. He wished for a system in which school work was

160

lifeworld

given out at everyone’s level and where everybody got the opportunity to have choices
and do things they liked.

Bishop College Composite Textural Description
The thematic units that emerged in this study that reflected the lifeworld of
advanced students at Bishop College were in order of priority to the students: Peer
relations, Power, Challenging curriculum, Change, Competition, Music and Schedule.
These themes are made up of many sub-themes and participant experiences are not
always confined to single themes.

Peer relations
Participants perceived that peer relations at Bishop College were largely affected
by whether they were seen as athletic or non-athletic by the other boys. They believed
that although non-athletic boys were not expected to participate in the more physical
games of touch football and basketball, they were clearly expected to play a sport such as
handball or wall ball. Jesse in Year 5 reflected this viewpoint in the following quote: if
you are good at sports, you are usually friends with the sporty guys. If you are not that
good you usually play with the handball people… they are the people who are quite
smart, they study a lot, but they are really good at handball all of them… even if you are
not good at running or rugby or soccer or anything you can play handball. New boys
coming into the school were quickly assessed as to which group they belonged. Alan in
Year 4 described this process by saying that two new boys had recently come into his
year and were grouped according to their peers` sporting assessment: one was handball,
one was sporty. Xiau, in Year 5, who had just started at the school, had also experienced
this process, as he was initially welcomed by the handball group before his cricket talent
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was established by the other boys. He perceived that his status as a representative cricket
player allowed him to join in a bit more as they let you play…if you’re good at
something. In order to be accepted socially on the playground as a newcomer into any of
these groups, Shugilu in Year 5 perceived that it was important to avoid being too smart
and play lots of games with the other guys from the beginning. He described how the
previous term, a boy had arrived in his class when the testing was on and had received
really high marks. Shugilu perceived that this had led to the boy being tagged as a nerd.
He believed this label had an impact on the boy socially, as the other boys kept being
mean to him and never let him play games (Shugilu, Year 5).
Other reasons participants perceived that boys were left alone at break were if
their friends were unwell or if they did not get accepted into sport games and refused to
join up with the boys who wanted to participate in bad things (Alan, Year 4). Many of the
participants also perceived that boys from other grades would not be welcomed into their
sports games. Participants described how the school had also separated the grades at
playtime by organising the various year groups onto different playgrounds around the
school. Most of the participants, with the exception of Lance (Year 6), perceived that they
did not have much contact with the boys in other grades and were therefore only familiar
with peers in their year group. Being good at sports (James, Year 4) was clearly
perceived as a prerequisite for popularity by the Bishop College participants. Xiau in
Year 5 found that his cricket ability had given him a role model status and had opened up
his playground options. Jesse in Year 6, who was also perceived as a good sportsman by
his peers, was able to have access to quite a few groups of friends and played with groups
depending on what sport he liked on the day.
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Not all of the participants perceived that they had the luxury of this option and
many had to ensure that they arrived swiftly on the playground, as arriving late meant
that they risked being told to go away (Bob, Year 6) from their assigned group. This
occurred due to the Bishop College boys’ perception that too many people were not good
for a game (Bob, Year 6). David, in Year 5, explained that the groups had taken this
viewpoint as they found having more players meant that it took too long to get them out.
This annoyed group members, as they had to wait a long time for their turn. Groups also
expected to get a certain number of games in each break. Two types of accommodations
had been made by the boys to deal with the occasions when extra players had been
accepted into the group. One was to create new rules so that the game could be played
faster; the second recourse was to pick two captains who selected the required number of
players from the boys wanting to play. The boys not picked were not allowed to play
(Trevor, Year 5). Some of the participants perceived that boys hurried onto the
playground not only to ensure their selection into the group game but also to secure their
playing spot. The handball players therefore would sit in the area on the playground
marked out for handball, whereas the football players would sit in the area they wanted to
play so that no one else would take it (Shugilu, Year 5). This group arrangement also held
for the basketball players who would sit on the sides of the basketball court and keep the
ball so no one else would get it (Shugilu, Year 5).
Once the games commenced, the boys perceived that an unspoken behavioural
code needed to be followed. David’s Year 6 group, for instance, preferred not to engage
in serious talking and to keep the tone light and humorous. He described the type of
communication his group expected in the following quote, we kind of bag people out if
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they do bad shots and stuff…but we also talk just a bit…we don’t do serious talking…we
are just joking. Cheating was also mentioned by quite a few of the boys as being
unacceptable and games would either be purposefully changed or, on some occasions,
would splinter with disgruntled boys moving off to start new games. David, in Year 6,
described how emotional, teary behaviour by boys who were told they were out also
aroused group disapproval, as they perceived it encouraged other players to dispute their
positions. Participants believed that these types of situations on the playground
sometimes led to conflict on the Bishop playground. Other causes of group conflict were
playground decisions over sporting positions such as who was bowling and batting next,
as well as competitive behaviour which at times became aggressive, as all the boys
wanted to win. Most of the participants in this study tended to steer away from
playground discord and walked away if they perceived that a problem was not being
resolved peacefully. John (Year 4) and Shugilu (Year 5) took further steps than most to
avoid playground aggression. John purposefully avoided groups that he perceived as
being confrontational, such as the cricket group, whereas Shugilu ensured that he
belonged to a group that avoided hostility by being prepared to go each other’s way.
When groups did splinter, boys perceived that they were usually able to find a place in
another group or with boys leaving the group. David, in Year 6, believed that boys never
left the group unless they were assured that peers were going with them. He explained
that nobody goes off unless they have 2 or 3 people…most of the time it is people who
side with one person and people who side with the other. Jesse, in Year 6, thought that
most boys were usually guaranteed a spot with another group when conflicts arose, as
they were able to join friends from previous class years.
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The participants generally believed that as they were in the upper grades of
primary school, teachers expected them to solve disputes by themselves and just know
what to do (Shugilu, Year 5). Shugilu also perceived that boys sometimes got cross if boys
told on them to the on-duty teacher. Teachers were therefore only called upon by the
boys if someone was hurt (Trevor, Year 5). Alan (Year 4) and David (Year 6) perceived
that when the school had become involved in playground conflict teachers were usually
ineffectual. Alan perceived that the method the on-duty teacher chose to resolve the
conflict was largely responsible for whether the problem was resolved successfully or
not. He perceived that teachers had a better chance of solving conflict on the playground
when they wrote notes in their diaries and were bound to fail when they simply asked the
boys to stop offensive behaviour such as bullying. Trevor, however, had a different
perception and perceived that an on-duty teacher was usually able to effectively resolve
playground problems.
Most of the participants perceived that the school’s lack of involvement in social
disputes extended to the school’s accommodation of new boys. Lance, in Year 6, typified
this perception by saying, there is nothing, they don’t really have a program…I just think
they want the old boys to kinda [sic] help the new boys. He believed this message of help
by the old boys was conveyed in the principal’s opening assembly message when he told
the school that he wanted the new boys… by the end of the week to feel like old boys.
Trevor who was new to the school had found the Vice Principal’s actions on the
playground helpful as he had organised a game for him with a Bishop College boy. Jesse,
in Year 6, believed that teachers usually assisted new boys at Bishop College by
assigning them someone who was friendly…to look after them on the first day…apart
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from that, the boys make friends by themselves. Some of the new boys did not need
outside assistance from the teachers or vice principal to make friends as they had already
had contact and developed relations with Bishop College boys by being members of
common sports clubs outside of the school. These participants perceived that these boys
had acted as gate keepers to the playground groups at Bishop College. Jesse described
this process by recounting how he had known a few boys from outside sports clubs who
had introduced him to some of their friends. Xiau, in Year 5, however, had not known
any of the boys from outside sports clubs or been given a friend to play with by the class
teacher or vice principal. He described how he had to wait for a boy to volunteer and help
after spending some time being lonely walking around alone.
Most of the participants perceived that friendships were formed at Bishop
College through the sports games played at break. Another way some of the participants
perceived friends were made was through the extension groups, as well as by becoming
familiar with boys next to whom they were placed in the classroom. The majority of
participants perceived it was important to make friends with boys that were dependable,
trustworthy and kind. Lance summed up some of the participants’ friendship expectations
by saying that he sought friendship with boys that could help you in hard times, someone
you could help in hard times, someone that was always nice to other people not just you.
The participants who did not seek any of these traits looked for boys that had a sense of
humour and included them in games.
Besides looking for friends with a sense of humour Shugilu also sought
relationships with boys that had a little bit of intelligence, as he perceived that many of
his classmates were gone and had lost their way. The majority of the participants
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perceived that they had found boys to befriend at Bishop College that shared their
interests, as many of them looked for friends that either enjoyed sports or computer
activities. James and Alan, who were both in Year 4, were the exceptions of the group, as
although they had found friends at Bishop College, they had not found boys who shared
their interests. James found that his best friends were not very musical and therefore did
not share his passion for playing the viola. Alan had not found any boys that liked to talk
or play the games he enjoyed at break. Most of the boys preferred to socialise with school
friends during their school day and only have friends over occasionally to their homes, as
they perceived that they were already going to meet up with classmates at the Saturday
morning sport. John, in Year 4, was the exception and found that his active weekend
social life was so hectic that it at times became a problem for him, as he became quite
tired during the week, as he never got a chance to rest.
Lance perceived that there were no friendship divisions in his Year 6 class
between the extension and non-extension groups. He believed that this was largely due to
the fact that his non-extension peers had no desire to be involved in the extension
program, as they perceived that it was going to be way too hard for them and they were
therefore glad they didn’t have to do the tough work. John, in Year 4, also perceived that
the extension and non-extension groups mixed well in his class. He believed that there
was not any ill feeling between the two groups, as most of his classmates had not worked
out the grouping system yet. Bob in Year 5 and John in Year 4 enjoyed working with his
classmates when they were given the opportunity, although John stipulated that he
preferred working with someone who was not usually silly with and was at the same
level. David (Year 6) and Shugilu (Year 5) preferred working alone for different reasons.
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Shugilu had in the past experienced being left to do all the work when assigned to a group
and David preferred being able to work at his own pace. Although Bob mentioned that he
was able to find boys in his class that he enjoyed working with, he preferred the time he
spent working with the Year 10 boys in his maths extension class.
More than half of the Bishop College participants perceived they were different in
some way from their peers. David (Year 6) perceived that because he got ideas quickly,
he needed to get rid of them before he forgot them and therefore spoke faster than those
around him. Shugilu, in Year 5, was also aware that he was academically more advanced
than his peers. He was conscious that this trait could isolate boys at Bishop College from
their peers if they did not first show their athletic ability. Xiau perceived that his
advanced maths ability had set him apart from his peers due to the fact that his teacher
relied on his maths result when she was not 100% with her own answer. He also
perceived that he had superior athletic ability as he played cricket at the State level. Alan
believed that he was different from his peers, as he disliked school and perceived that he
wanted something different from them in the subjects he was taught. He also believed
that he was dissimilar to his peers in the way he dealt with confrontation, as he preferred
to walk away, whereas he believed his classmates would give it back. John perceived that
he had friends in the extension classes who were very similar to him, but that he was
different to them in his learning style, as he saw himself as a visual learner. He perceived
that this difference sometimes made life difficult for him in the classroom, as if he wrote
quickly his work tended to be untidy, but if he wrote at his own pace he tended to fall
behind.
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Power
Many of the participants at Bishop College perceived that power was held in a
pyramid-like formation with the principal and vice principal on top, followed by the
teachers. Participants who were school officers perceived that their role in the school
supported this power base, as they were expected to monitor student behaviour in the
school, ensuring that school rules were followed. Outside, on the playground, most
participants perceived that the on-duty teacher kept control, but that the athletic boys held
the most sway amongst the students themselves. Smart boys were overall not seen as
holding much power amongst their peers unless they had athletic ability (see peer
relations). Teachers were also seen by some of the participants to prefer other students
such as the quiet boys (James, Year 4).
The majority of Bishop College participants believed that the operation of the
school was based on a series of very strict rules (James, Year 4). Most of the participants
viewed Mr Harris, the vice principal, as the person in charge of school discipline and
bullying issues. James, in Year 4, perceived that the boys at Bishop College wanted to be
nice to you, because they didn’t want to get into trouble by Mr Harris. Participants
perceived that if boys misbehaved, Mr Harris was more than likely to growl at them and
that they would receive a lunch time detention. The operation of the school’s bullying
system devised by Mr Harris was described by Lance in the following quote, if you feel
like you are getting bullied, you can write the person’s name down…on a bully card…
and it is anonymous, which is really good and there is also a bullying survey that comes
around every term to see who might need help, with someone to help them to stop
bullying or something like that… it’s a really good system. While most of the participants
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perceived the anti bullying system at Bishop College to be effective, Alan, in Year 4, did
not. He described how he had reported many times to Mr Harris and the teachers at the
school that he was being bullied at break, to no avail. He perceived that the cards to
report bullying incidents were no longer readily available and that he got hurt by his peers
at least once a week. Alan believed that having only one teacher on duty at break made it
very easy for boys to get away with aggressive behaviour on the Bishop College
playground. He described how his tormentors just waited until the teacher was not
looking before they struck.
Alan perceived that while he and his friends were not hurt everyday, they were
continually harassed and teased on the playground. Shugilu in Year 5, had not
experienced bullying at the primary school, but perceived that there might be bullies at
the high school. He had formed this perception as a member of the senior school choir,
where he had noticed how the high school choir members were teased and annoyed by
their peers when they practised in the school chapel. James (Year 4), who was new to the
school, however, had a different perception of bullying at Bishop College. He had
experienced bullying at his past school and perceived that it did not occur at Bishop
College due to the strict code of discipline.
The majority of participants new to the school perceived that the teachers were a
lot more tough (John, Year 4) than they had experienced at past schools. The strong code
of discipline at Bishop College they perceived incorporated classroom and playground
behaviour, as well as school uniform. David (Year 6) described the classroom
disciplinary system in the following quote: We have a system for like doing something
like bad. You get your name on the board and that’s just a warning and if you do another
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thing bad you get a cross, which is lunchtime and if you get another cross you get a note
in your diary. And I think another cross and your parents have to come. David (Year 6)
perceived that it never usually went that far, as badly behaved boys were normally sorted
out by the classroom teacher in a day. Shugilu described how in his Year 5 class, students
were able to get their names taken off the board again if they behaved well. John, in Year
4, had also experienced the name on the board discipline system, but unlike the other
participants perceived that his teacher also noticed boys that worked well by rewarding
them with extra computer time.
Some participants perceived that teachers not only used the name board system,
but were also likely to stop boys being naughty, by cutting out things that they liked
(John, Year 4). Shugilu described how he did not get to go to his Friday computer lesson,
as his class was continually punished, as a whole, for being talkative. He perceived this
type of discipline system to be unfair, as boys that worked quietly and well received the
same punishment as those that did not. Shugilu believed that the teacher should have
taken time off the computers for the people that were speaking rather than punish the
entire class. Xiau also perceived that boys were sometimes disciplined unfairly at Bishop
College and described how the PE teacher had punished him for going ahead with his
class work, I didn’t think it was that fair, seeing as we had done it so many times and we
knew how to get there. There were just some slow takers that he had to explain it again
and again for. So if we had taken it in the first week and knew how to do it, I think it’s
fair that we go on ahead and start doing our work. David (Year 5) perceived that another
method of control used by Bishop College teachers was to place the boys who didn’t
behave well with the boys that did behave well. Four of the participants perceived that the
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strict disciplinary code at Bishop College did not only govern student behaviour, but
regulated the wearing of the school uniform as well.
David and Bob believed that the Year 6 school officers assisted the Bishop
College teachers in carrying out the school’s discipline policy by going around the school
and seeing that people were behaving (Bob, Year 6). Lance who was vice-captain had
enjoyed the experience of sitting on the stage in assembly where he perceived he was
looked up to by the other boys as a good role model. Jesse (Year 6) took pleasure in his
role as library monitor, as it allowed him to read books and borrow books before anyone
else. Trevor, in Year 5, had not yet had the opportunity to hold a position of authority at
Bishop College, but perceived that he had benefited as a new boy from the fact that his
brother had been a Year 6 school officer. He had found that his brother’s position enabled
him to be accepted more easily into his class. The boys at Bishop College recognised him
as a school officer’s younger brother, which gave him access to many of the playground
groups.
The majority of participants believed that they were not given any choices in their
school day by their teachers. The exception to this way of thinking, most perceived, was
the gifted co-ordinator who had allowed them to choose their own topics for their passion
projects. Bob (Year 6), who was on an individual program, was the only participant that
voiced a different experience in his school day. He perceived that he had kind of had a
choice between what extension activities he did. Most participants perceived that a choice
was not given as to whether students did extension work or not, as access to the extension
groups was solely the teacher’s decision. Alan, in Year 4, perceived that this meant that
boys who misbehaved were able to gain entry to the extension groups as teachers would
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not select them. He described this group of boys as being not like into school and stuff.
Alan perceived that this group of boys had to put up with being placed in a group that
was too easy and given no new challenges.

Challenging Curriculum
All of the participants perceived that they experienced a certain amount of
challenge, as well as boredom in their lifeworld at Bishop College. The majority of
participants perceived that a challenging curriculum was not usually offered to them in
the regular classroom, but was mostly available to them in their extension classes.
The participants at Bishop College described an extension system that offered
different extension opportunities and therefore experiences not only by year group, but
also by individual class. While most of the participants spoke of their pleasure at being
able to attend weekly maths and English extension classes for example, not all the
participants were afforded this opportunity, or were able to replace their regular class
work with extension work. The Year 6 and 4 participants described maths groups as
offering challenging work, as the extension group was offered the opportunity to attend a
weekly maths pull out program. The Year 5 participants did not have this opportunity,
however, and perceived that everyone did the same thing (Shugilu, Year 5). Bob’s (Year
6) experience of the Bishop College maths extension program was different from the
other participants, as he attended the Year 10 extension maths class. He appeared relieved
that he was given this opportunity, as he believed that the Year 6 maths class would be
far too easy for him. Alan, on the other hand, attended the Year 4 maths extension group,
but felt frustrated that everyone was given the same work, as he found it very easy and
would have liked to be offered more challenging maths problems. He complained that he
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had told the teacher a lot but had been ignored. John believed that the teacher chose to
ignore his learning needs, as boys at Bishop College could not expect to be individually
challenged.
The opportunities for advanced students to attend English extension classes at
Bishop College like the maths extension classes varied by year group. While most of the
participants were offered the opportunity to follow an interest in a passion project during
regular English class, some described separate English extension groups or individual
lessons with the gifted co-ordinator. Shugilu, for example, described how he had learnt a
lot about advertising in his English extension lesson, whereas John, in Year 4, went out
for individual lessons during reading class. Bob, in Year 6, once again had a different
extension experience as he worked alone on an individual program, which he had found
quite challenging. Most of the participants perceived that they were divided into different
groups for spelling, with the top group being offered an extended list which included
harder words.
Participants’ experiences of class time given for extension work, like the
extension classes themselves, were experienced differently by year group. Lance (Year
6), John (Year 4) and Alan (Year 4), for example, were not able to work on their maths
extension work during maths class, but if they had time over, they could work on it as
well (John, Year 4). Jesse, who was in a different Year 6 class to Lance, perceived that
his extension work replaced the work his classmates were doing in class and that his class
teacher never expected him to catch up on anything. Xiau and Trevor who were in Year 5
held similar perceptions to Lance during their first interview, as they believed class work
needed to be completed before they could begin extension work in their classroom. By
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the second interview, however, their experiences in this area had changed, as their class
teacher had introduced logs and timetables to organise the completion of their extension
work during class time. None of the other participants had these types of changes in
place, and they were expected to complete regular class work in subject areas in which
they were being extended. Shugilu wished that he could test out of subject areas that he
already knew, as he found it very frustrating to have to continually complete work he
already knew. Alan, in Year 4, perceived that school work should be offered at
everyone’s level.
Most of the participants perceived that it was difficult to get into the extension
classes at Bishop College. Some had found that once they had gained entrance to the
extension group, however, they no longer had to be concerned about being admitted each
year. Trevor (Year 5) described how students in his class were admitted to the extension
group, if they attained the best marks in the beginning of the year test. However, he
described how, once students had done well in the test, they no longer had to complete it
each year with their fellow classmates. Alan (as has already been discussed under the
theme of Power) perceived that students considered bad boys by their teachers were
unlikely to gain admittance to these programs. Some of the participants also perceived
that boys that gained entrance to the English extension program were likely to be
included in the maths extension program as well. Many of the participants had
experienced confusion about whether extension programs in which they were either
currently or previously involved were going to continue. Trevor, in Year 5, missed the
science extension program that had existed the previous year, but was no longer in place
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for example, whereas both David (Year 6) and Lance (Year 6) were unsure about whether
their extension English program was going to continue the following term.
Over half of the participants believed that their academic ability was recognised
by Bishop College through their placement in the extension program. David (Year 6)
voiced this perception by saying that not everyone gets to be in extension. Jesse, in Year
6, perceived both his academic ability and learning style had been recognised by his class
teacher. John, in Year 4, however, had a different experience in this area. He perceived
that as a visual learner he had been largely ignored by his present class teacher. He found
this difficult, as his previous teacher had recognised his learning needs by supplying him
with a typewriter, which had made it easier for him to keep up with the class. Alan also
held a negative perception about the recognition of his academic ability and needs, as he
perceived that the school had largely ignored his request for more complex academic
work.
In the sporting arena, Jesse had perceived that his sporting ability had been
recognised by the school, as he had been allowed to play for an older team. He perceived
that his move to the first team division in an older year group had allowed him to receive
better coaching. Xiau (Year 5), however, had a different experience in this area. He
believed that while he experienced athletic extension in his out of school representative
cricket team, he could not expect it in his school team, as it was made up of players of
different sporting levels.
More than half of the participants at Bishop College believed that the extension
classes were beneficial to them. Some of the participants perceived that the extension
classes helped advanced learners, improve and excel in their strengths (Jesse, Year 6).
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Other participants enjoyed the pace, challenge and opportunity to be more independent
(David, Year 6) that the extension work offered to them. Shugilu was the only participant
who believed that extension classes would benefit him when he left school, as he
perceived that he could apply what he was learning in these classes to his adult workworld. Both Shugilu and Xiau perceived that being included in the extension classes was
also beneficial to their relationship with their parents, as they were proud and happy
about their inclusion in the program.

Change
The theme of change was experienced by all the participants, but was experienced
most strongly by the seven participants who were new to the school. They were very
aware of the differences in facilities, teacher expectations and academic opportunities
between their past schools and Bishop College. The remaining participants` perceptions
of change were more aligned with the types of changes that they would like to make to
their school day.
All of the participants who were new to Bishop College perceived that the
academic expectations at Bishop College were higher than they had experienced at their
past schools. James (Year 4), Lance (Year 6) and Jesse (Year 6) perceived that this
change was largely due to the fact that their last schools had been public schools with
limited resources and therefore unable to provide academic extension programs. Lance
expressed these participants’ perceptions of change in academic standards in the
following quote: the work is definitely much harder here, which I enjoy. He also took
pleasure in Bishop College’s curriculum that allowed him to learn lots of different things.
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Trevor (Year 5) and Xiau (Year 6) had both come from the private school system
and did not find the level of work harder, but rather experienced the work load as being
heavier. Most students new to Bishop College did not only experience a change in
academic expectations, but also perceived that there was an altered cultural expectation as
well. Many of these participants had not previously been expected to learn an instrument
(James, Year 4), be in any ensembles (Trevor, Year 5), have language lessons (Xiau, Year
5) or attend scheduled art classes (David, Year 6).
A change in sport expectation was also noted by many of the new participants,
with those that voiced this perception perceiving it as a positive experience. This
perception was clearly expressed in the following quote: I like this school a lot more than
my old school, because this school has Saturday sport…At (past school) we had about ½
an hour a week, which was nowhere near enough, now we have at least two hours… We
have it on Mondays and Wednesdays. Wednesday’s training for our Saturday sport and
Mondays just when we go out to P.E. and focus on a topic (Xiau, Year 5). Trevor (Year
5), Lance (Year 6) and Xiau (Year 5) were also impressed by the school’s sports fields
and outdoor facilities at Bishop, which they perceived were far superior to the ones they
had previously experienced. Lance (Year 6) described how his old school had …just had
a dust bowl for a football field and this one has the synthetic grass on the bricks and nice
fields over at the main campus. Most of the new participants also perceived that the
Bishop College playgrounds had more room and were therefore not as crowded (David,
Year 6) as they had previously experienced at past schools. Xiau also believed that his
new playground was safer, as he now had access to an all grass basketball court whereas
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at his old school, the teachers kept saying be careful because the floor was concrete and
each lunch at least five people were going up for ice packs.
The large number of computers impressed and slightly overwhelmed many of the
participants who were new to the school. Their perceptions were aptly expressed by Xiau
in the ensuing quote: we actually have a computer lesson where we are guaranteed to
have a computer, but at my old school we just had like computers in the classroom and if
you finished your work really early then you would get a go on it… there is more than
enough for our class… a whole room just full of computers and we have computers in the
classroom. We didn’t have a class full of computers at my old school. Xiau was also
impressed with the fact that each classroom he visited had a Smartboard, whereas at his
old school he had had to make do with a whiteboard.
In addition to the many changes the new participants experienced, they perceived
that the social system at Bishop College was constructed differently at their past schools
(See Peer Relations). These perceptions also held firm for their experiences of the
school’s disciplinary code (See Power). For some of the participants there had also been a
change in the gender make-up of their classrooms. For example both James (Year 4) and
Xiau (Year 5) had come from co-ed school environments, but perceived that the single
gender environment suited them better. Xiau perceived the girls were always fighting in
his past classroom, which led him to believe that the single gender school environment
was more appropriate for him. James believed that having more boys in his classroom
allowed him to have more friendship choices. Most of the participants perceived that their
change of school had been a positive experience, as many looked forward to Saturday
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sport (Xiau, Year 5), learning an instrument (James, Year 4), the extra facilities (David,
Year 6) and the extension program (Jesse, Year 6).
Negative experiences described by the new boys voiced regarding the theme of
change were concerned with an earlier school start each day, longer distances to travel,
loss of old school friends, lack of choice in their school day as well as in one case better
language programs at a past school. The majority of ‘old’ boys had a more ambivalent
attitude to life at Bishop College sometimes enjoying it and other times not. Their
experiences were largely being determined by whether they perceived the class as boring
or not. The majority of participants, both ‘old’ and ‘new’, perceived that certain changes
could be made at Bishop College which would allow them to experience the lifeworld at
the school more positively. Lance (Year 6), Shugilu (Year 5) and James (Year 4)
perceived that the recess at Bishop College was too short and therefore should be
extended. Trevor (Year 5), Xiau (Year 5) and Shugilu (Year 5) all wished for a change in
the type of maths work they were offered and longed for a maths extension program to be
instituted (this was introduced in mid year by the time of the second interview). In
addition to the maths extension classes, Trevor also perceived that science and HSIE
extension lessons should be offered. He also perceived that it was difficult to gather the
school team together for the 7.30am Saturday morning match start and believed that a
later time should be set. Alan, in Year 4, perceived that teachers at Bishop College should
change their attitudes towards the bad boys and allow them to experience new challenges
and harder work.
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Competition
Participants at Bishop College had mixed feelings about whether their classroom
environments were academically competitive, but were largely unanimous in their
perceptions that boys at the school were competitive in sports and outdoor games.
Some of the Year 6 participants perceived that academic competition had
increased in their classroom, as students were aware that their marks contributed to their
senior school standing. Lance described this phenomenon by saying that in Year 6 it
would be more competitive than others, because it goes to your class over at the senior
school… Because if you’re like say you are in the top 30 you go into the top A, B or C
class. David and Bob who were also in Year 6, however perceived that there were some
people that didn’t really care and other people who did care (David, Year 6) about their
academic standing in their classroom. Most of the Year 5 participants perceived that the
spelling and maths speed tests encouraged competition in their classrooms, as students
were asked by the class teacher to call out their scores so that she could type it up on the
board (Trevor, Year 5). Many participants perceived, as a result, that they were familiar
with their peers’ academic standing, as was demonstrated in the following quote, …Ron is
starting to fall down, because I got 36, Trevor got 23, Roy got 20 and then Ron got 16…
this is in the maths test. So, like Ron is starting to sloping down a bit. And in spelling, me,
Rick, Trevor are getting 18, 19 and Ron is getting 15. …he is just sort of sloping down a
bit now (Xiau, Year 5).The Year 4 participants largely perceived that students competed
to achieve high scores in the tests. Alan (Year 4), however, did not agree with this
perception, believing instead that his extension class was academically competitive in a
fun way, whereas his classroom was not academically competitive at all.
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Participants` perceptions of competition during playground sports games were
more closely aligned than their perceptions regarding academic competition, with the
majority of participants believing that the boys were really competitive (Jesse, Year 6)
and also on some occasions violent (Trevor, Year 5) as everybody wanted to win at sport
(Bob, Year 6). David was the sole participant that voiced a different perception, believing
that it largely depended on the type of person playing the game, as some boys were more
competitive than others. Lance, also in Year 6, perceived that the boys were especially
competitive in their sports games when teachers joined the games, as the boys wanted to
get them out…sometimes they want to kind of show off and hit them a long way over the
fence.
Entrance into the school bands and choir was seen as a competitive process by the
Bishop College participants, with some perceiving that only talented musicians were
selected. Most participants perceived that selection into the school sports teams was
equally competitive. David (Year 6) recalled how a few people had to do other things as
they did not make the team of their selected sport, so they were supposed to do like rugby
or something if they didn’t make soccer. Xiau (Year 5), who saw himself as very athletic,
as he played sports at the state level was unsure about his chances of securing a spot on
the school’s rugby team, I am going to try and play rugby for the school if I make it, but
perceived that he might have to choose another sport to go to.

Music
The theme of music was experienced by all the participants. Some experienced it
as a passion, whereas, others believed it to be yet another activity that had to be
completed in their Bishop College school day. Daily practices, school performances and
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outside competitions were therefore experienced somewhat differently by the
participants.
Lance (Year 6), Shugilu (Year 5), James (Year 4) and John (Year 4) looked
forward to days when they had music lessons and practices. Shugilu (Year 5) expressed
this in the following quote: I like music, my favourite day is Thursday because we have
art and music on the same day…Singing in the choir we really like. David (Year 6) and
Xiau (Year 5) however held different perceptions, as they did not experience music
lessons as positively. Xiau perceived joining the school choir as a necessary addition to
his overall plan to achieve a school scholarship. He was concerned that his musical
performances and band camps were going to intrude on the time he had allocated for
going to the park and playing footy which he favoured a great deal more.
Most of the participants who had been assigned musical instruments in Year 4 did
not voice an opinion on the process, with the exception of Alan, who had been allocated
the viola, but would have preferred the saxophone as his school instrument. Some of the
participants described how they had learnt not only the instrument selected for them by
the school, but also played a second and sometimes a third instrument outside of school.
Most of the participants spent part of their day practising their musical instrument or
training their singing voice. Shugilu (Year 5) and Lance both described how they had to
arrive at school early most mornings for music practice, whereas Jesse (Year 6), Bob
(Year 6), Trevor (Year 5) and Alan (Year 4) described how they set time aside every
afternoon to practise their instruments.
Shugilu (Year 5) and Lance (Year 6) especially enjoyed the musical opportunities
that were afforded them as members of Bishop College musical performance groups.
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Both took pleasure in performing in front of a big crowd and everyone being able to hear
and listen (Lance, Year 6). They also enjoyed representing the school in outside
competitions and events. Shugilu (Year 5) appeared particularly excited about being able
to sing at the MTV awards where he had the opportunity to sing with well known artists
in the music world

Schedule
The majority of participants at Bishop College described their school day as a
schedule. They started their descriptions with their school morning wake up time, went
through the times of their daily lessons and ended it by recounting the time they set aside
for homework and instrument practice.
The majority of participants took public transport to school. This meant an early
start for many of them. Shugilu (Year 5), for example, described how he had to wake up
at 6.30am in the morning to catch the bus. Many of the participants needed to get to the
school early…for music at 7.45am (Lance, Year 6) or sports practice. They recounted
how their formal school day commenced with the reading and the marking of the class
roll. They then usually marked homework and continued until recess with the day’s
lesson plan.
Some participants described how they attended extension lessons during English
or maths class or worked on the computers during free time in order to complete their
passion projects. At break time, the participants recounted how they went to their
assigned playground grade zones. Specialist lessons were referred to as being part of the
school day. These lessons included art, music, religion and library classes. School chapel
was a weekly experience for all participants; John described how they said prayers, sang
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and sometimes watched videos in order to learn about things in the Bible. Shugilu (Year
5) and John (Year 4) enjoyed singing in the choir on these occasions.
All the participants took part in after school activities that were related to music
and sports. After school sport training was compulsory for all boys at Bishop College.
The majority of the participants were also involved in before and after school sports
clubs. Music lessons, as well as instrumental practice also took up a large percentage of
the participants out of school free time. The majority of participants spent from half an
hour to one hour on homework activities each day. Trevor (Year 5), however, was the
exception as he said he was spending three hours every afternoon on a science project. He
indicated that this was an unusual situation as he usually allocated 15 to 20 minutes for
homework. John’s (Year 4) homework experience differed from the other participants, as
he did not return home to complete his homework, but rather walked over to his mother’s
kindergarten classroom at Bishop College. He perceived that this arrangement was
beneficial to him, as she was able to help him with his homework a lot and teach him
things he was having trouble with sometimes. Despite the fact that most of the boys
described very busy schedules, many of them perceived their after school time was
basically free.

Sports
The theme of sports was a powerful one that was raised by all the participants and
ran through all aspects of school life at Bishop College. It has been referred to under all
the themes presented in this comparative narrative with the exception of music.
In the themes ‘ Peer relations’ and ‘Power’, participants described how Bishop
College boys who were athletic held an elevated status on the playground and were
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considered the most popular boys at the school. Some of the participants believed that the
special position held by sporty boys allowed them open access to a variety of playground
sports games, as the boys sought players that were fast and athletic. Some of the
participants recounted how new boys were quickly allocated by their peers into the
athletic or non-athletic handball group. Xiau (Year 5) perceived that playing club sport
contributed to a boy’s sporty status as you played for the glory of being high on the table
rather than playing for fun and a bit of exercise. Jesse (Year 6), John (Year 4) and Lance
(Year 6) perceived that knowing boys already from out of school sports clubs had helped
them integrate more easily into the playground groups at Bishop College. This
socialisation process continued even after they perceived themselves to be socially
accepted at the school, as they were able to invite friends over after the weekend club
match.
Most of the participants perceived that it was through the various sports games
played at break that friends were made at the school. Shugilu (Year 5) believed that
newcomers to the school had to ensure that they became involved in playground games
before they achieved high marks as they needed to be seen as athletic before they became
known as academic. Boys not following this pattern, he perceived, risked isolation from
their playground peers, as once boys were perceived as being solely academic they were
likely to receive the dreaded nerd tag. Many of the participants believed that another
reason boys were left out of games was that boys at Bishop College believed that too
many people were not good for a game (Year 6 Bob, Year 6). They perceived this to be
due to the boys` expectations of getting a certain number of games in each break. It was
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therefore important to many of the boys that when they looked for friends at Bishop
College they found boys that would always include them in their games.
Most of the participants believed that the boys sat in different groups on the
playground because they played diverse sports. Xiau (Year 5) described the group
organisation at Bishop College in the following quote, we all have groups that we play
with like some people just run around and play tips and some people play hand balls and
some people just do basketball. While the majority of participants described various
sports games they played at break, Shugilu and John were the exceptions as they
sometimes liked to just sit with friends and talk. David, in Year 6, however, perceived
that most playground conversation took place during the sports game with boys teasing
each other about bad shots and stuff. He also perceived that emotional behaviour by boys
who had been got out during a game was rarely tolerated and made his team mates angry.
Competitive behaviour, cheating and disputing game rules, such as if one was out or not,
were perceived by most of the participants as the major cause of conflict on the Bishop
College playground.
Under the theme of Challenging Curriculum, Jesse and Xiau were the only
participants who recounted their experiences of challenge in the Bishop College’s sports
team system. They had very different perceptions. Jesse perceived that by playing a year
up he experienced more challenge than he would have by playing with his year group. He
believed this was largely due to the better coaching that he received with the older Year
group. Xiau (Year 5) differed in his perception of challenge during team sports lessons,
as he perceived that one could not expect to get challenged because there was only one
team and there would be like four or five players that were really good and then there
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might be the rest that were not quite good. So you would have to brush up on all the
basics and then get to the more advanced stuff.
In the theme of Change, many of the participants who were new to the school
perceived that both their sporting opportunities, as well as their sports facilities had
greatly improved with their change of school. They described how they were now able to
play sports at school several times a week, as well as take part in Saturday Sports on
large, well maintained sports fields. In the theme of Competition, many of the
participants perceived that the Bishop College boys became very competitive during
sports games as everyone really wanted to win (Jesse, Year 6). Both Xiau and David
perceived that there was a certain amount of competition to be selected for the schools
sports teams, as boys would have to choose another sport to go to… if they were not
selected (Xiau, Year 5). Whilst some of the participants perceived that the boys became
competitive in order to secure spots on the schools sports teams, most of the participants
perceived that they became really competitive outside (Bob, Year 6) on the playground
with boys becoming aggressive in their effort to win.
The theme of Schedule held many descriptions of the participants’ before and
after school sporting commitments. Team sport was mandatory at Bishop College and all
the participants therefore spoke of winter and summer sports in which they were involved
with the school. Bob (Year 6) described how he felt about this ruling in the following
quote: I think you should do a sport, because lots of kids don’t like playing sport… I think
they should still do it to keep them fit…I mean like a lot of people are really lazy and just
sit at home. ..I think, because sports help you get active. Many of the participants not
only took part in school sports teams, but played for outside sports clubs as well. Jesse,
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for example, described how Thursday was his only free day, as the rest of his week he
was swimming or playing rugby.

St Mary’s School Observations
Initial Observation
St Mary’s girls’ school is situated on a hill very near several prominent Eastern
Sydney suburbs. The school has a long history in Australian education and recently
celebrated its 150th birthday. On the day of the participant interviews I approached the
school from the bottom of the hill and observed that the girls dropped off in the front of
the school were greeted by the school traffic officer who opened the car door for them.
Another man with a large ‘lollipop’ stop sign helped the girls who came on foot cross
over the road at the crosswalk.
I entered the school through a dark wrought iron gate and walked up the path to
large stone steps that led onto the front veranda of a very beautiful old Victorian building.
The front door was stained glass, with its decorative panels made up in rich jewel like
colours. One was unable to enter the building through this door, as it was locked; instead
there was a sign redirecting visitors to a security door on the side of the building. While
walking to this door I noticed that the camellia hedge which surrounded the veranda was
in full bloom with bright pink flowers, which beautifully set off the lightly coloured old
building. Another sign was posted outside the side door, which instructed the visitor to
press the buzzer and wait for the click. All visitors could be observed at this point by the
school secretary whose desk was placed near this door. These security safeguards seemed
to me to contrast sharply with the character of the old building. While I waited for the
door to click I noticed several school children running through a larger wrought iron gate,
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placed at a short distance from the one through which I had entered. Once through the
gate the children ran up a path to an adjacent modern double storey building. Parents
stopped outside the school, but I only noticed one entering. The gate buzzed open and I
gave my name to the school secretary who warmly greeted me and offered me a cup of
tea while she walked me to the room that was to be used for the interviews. She went out
of her way to make me feel welcome, personally pointing out the ladies room and
staffroom should I want to help myself to refreshment later on in the day.
While walking to my assigned room I noticed that the walls and floor were
decorated in bright colours. The carpet was bright red with red linoleum at the water
basin and heavy traffic areas. The classroom doors we passed were painted with various
murals such as the Year 4 door which was painted bright yellow with blue trees.
Paintings and artworks were displayed in all available wall spaces and displayed in
unique ways such as from hanging ribbons or wire mobiles. All artwork was
accompanied by a note which explained why the work had been done and what it
represented. We walked past a display of Chinese brush painting, framed in red paper
with golden fabric pasted on the work to represent the artist’s seal. Another exhibit was
hung on steel rods and fastened with bull clips. It displayed a Surrealist montage that had
been put together by Year 5 students.
I followed the secretary up a flight of stairs to the second level and was faced at
the top of the stairs by four large Perspex panels which displayed term 1 word quirks on
one frame, logical loopholes on the second frame, maths puzzles on the third one and
written musings on the fourth. Across from this display was a sports board showing
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photos of St Mary’s girls taking part in a variety of sports. A notice was attached which
explained all the different types of sports offered at the school.
At the top of the stairs we veered to the left past the Perspex panels into a corridor
with glass windows that looked out onto the playground and tennis courts. I realised we
were now in the adjacent modern two-storey building and was aware of the light that
flooded in through both the windows that lined the corridor and sky panels in the ceiling.
The luminous incoming sunlight seemed to me to add to the primary school’s brightly
coloured, playful design. Each classroom that we passed was attached at its entrance way
with the next one by a glass office which the school secretary referred to as the fishbowls.
We passed the Year 5 fishbowls and came to the Year 4 one, which had been allocated to
me for the day. It faced out onto the corridor that we had arrived on and a second flight of
stairs that led to the playground. Hanging from the ceiling over this staircase was a large
wind chime that chimed gently as it swayed with the incoming breeze from the opening
of the playground door.
I thanked the school secretary for showing me to my interview area and entered
the fishbowl through a door in the back of the Year 4 classroom. There were two doors
placed at either end of the far wall allowing access to the Year 4 classrooms. Two large
windows were positioned next to the doors allowing both teachers to monitor activities in
the fishbowl area. The fishbowl had glass louvre windows facing onto the corridor and
the ceiling was half covered in glass. Against the far wall facing away from the glass
windows were an overhead projector and whiteboard. There were two large wooden
tables placed directly in front of the windowed wall separated from each other by a pile
of colourful cushions. On each table was a computer, the one on the right having a printer
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that whirred occasionally throughout the day as it printed material for the class teachers.
There were three sturdy blue plastic chairs placed in front of the desk on the right and two
at the desk on the right. I faced two of them towards each other at the left-hand desk for
the upcoming interviews.
Looking at the side walls of the room I noticed a display of students` work titled
‘Celebrating You’. Photos of the children were attached and they had answered set
questions such as, “What would you like to know more about?” and “How do I learn
best?”, as well as a space for their Year 2007 goals. Children and teachers started to walk
past the fishbowl, the girls eyeing me with curiosity and the teachers with friendly smiles.
The students had schoolbag pegs all along the side of the corridor, so some spent time
staring into the office, blatantly trying to work out whom was the visitor to their school.
Mrs Louw arrived to see me after completing playground duty and handed me a
running list of the day’s interviews. The interview list started with girls in the Year 4
class, which was attached to the interview area. Mrs Louw introduced me to both Year 4
class teachers who seemed very relaxed with my presence, and I had the feeling that
outside visitors were commonplace in the school.

St Mary`s School Classroom Observations
Maths pathways classroom observation: Year 4, 5, and 6 - Susanne, Alison,
Melissa and Irene
The classroom teacher, Miss Clemens, warmly welcomed me to the lesson
remembering me from my past visit when I had observed her Year 6 lesson on bullying.
The classroom was therefore familiar to me, but I noticed a few things that I had not
observed on my previous visit such as the number of positive psychology and philosophy
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books available on the reading table. There were also several Chinese proverbs and
mantras around the room, one of them reading, ‘The word for crisis is the same as
opportunity in Chinese’ and another saying, ‘Make your mental garden beautiful’. There
were several dream catchers and wind chimes hanging from the classroom ceiling, as
well as a large silvery, star covered cloth that was swathed across the room.
I was pleased to see that four of my participants were in attendance in the Year 6
maths class. Susannah in Year 6, Melissa and Alison in Year 5, and Irene in Year 4 were
all members of the same maths class. Miss Clemens commenced the lesson by asking the
girls to move forward to the area in front of the whiteboard. She then introduced a lesson
on parameters asking the class if they were familiar with the origin of the word. One or
two of the girls were and gave a definition. Miss Clemens then instructed the class to
break up into pairs as she was about to present them with a pair challenge. They were to
be marked on time and accuracy. The girls I noticed were all very neat and tidy. They had
their hair tied back in either a plait, ponytail or bunches with blue ribbons or bands. They
listened quietly and intently to what their teacher was saying. I noticed Alison attended to
her teacher’s instruction with her head down and had pulled her plait over to her mouth.
Irene’s eyes followed the teacher’s movements and Melissa looked up yet fiddled with
her hands. The teacher completed her lesson introduction and asked if there were any
questions before they started their maths challenge. Melissa put her hand up and asked a
question, as did Susannah. Once the girls’ questions had been answered the teacher
instructed the class to return to their tables so that they could begin the challenge. She
also told them that once they had completed the challenge they were to call out their
names and she would give them their time.
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Irene paired up with a girl from the Year 4 class at a table in the front of the
classroom, Melissa took a seat at the right hand side of the room and Susannah took a
table with her partner at the back of the room. Alison was the second girl to call out her
name at 2.06, followed shortly afterwards by Susannah. Melissa and her partner struggled
to complete the challenge and called Miss Clemens for assistance. The other girls in the
classroom at this stage began to move onto the second section of the challenge.
Alison and Susannah talked back and forth to their partners. Irene did not
communicate at all to her partner and chose instead to work alone on the maths task. As
the girls completed the next section their teacher once again called out their times, calling
an end to the task after eight minutes. Some of the girls started to laugh saying they had
worked it out as 45mm while others had got 89mm for their answer. No one raised her
hand to show that she had the correct answer, so the teacher asked if anyone had an
answer close to the correct one. The girls responded by calling out a series of answers
ranging from 38 to 78. Miss Clemens then asked the girls to move onto the next question
and called out 108 mm as the correct answer. She then proceeded to ask the girls for their
overall scores, which she recorded in her book. The teacher looked at her scores and said,
we need to congratulate Anna and Sara who are in third place. The girls responded to
this result by clapping and calling out yahoo. The teacher continued on, in second place
despite their errors they still had a great time Rosy and Tara. She then called out the first
place winners and the girls continued clapping and congratulating their peers for their
efforts. None of the participants scored in the top rank, but all the girls seemed
unperturbed by their marks, although Melissa had obviously found the task very difficult.
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Miss Clemens then told the class that the next section of the challenge was not a
race and that they would need to take their time. The girls quickly organized to start the
next challenge. Susannah’s partner read the problem out loud to her, Melissa and her
partner conferred back and forth, and Irene once again worked alone while her partner
chatted to a group of girls seated nearby. Quite a few of the girls approached Miss
Clemens` table for assistance. She therefore called out to the girls saying, My help desk
will have to be the floor today. Susannah and Melissa joined the teacher with their
partners on the floor with four other girls. Irene and her partner had completed the set
tasks and were spending their time chatting to the girls at the next table about birthday
dates. Miss Clemens, hearing the noise level rise, realised that most of the class had
completed the task and decided to call them to attention by asking them to read out the
answers to the next challenge section. She then instructed the girls to stand up if they got
six out of six, then five out of six, then four out of six. Miss Clemens then asked the class
to hand their maths papers in and move back onto the carpet at the front of the room.
Susannah and Alison sat in the second row while Melissa positioned herself at the
back of the room and sat in the third row. The teacher asked the girls a series of maths
questions about area and the girls replied as a group discussing some of their answers
together. Alison stood out from the rest of the girls with one of the questions saying that
kilometres rather than hectares were used to for distances such as from Sydney to
Brisbane. Some of the girls agreed with her and she continued on to say hectares were
usually used to measure dairy farms.
The teacher put up a new transparency which displayed a small hedgehog in the
corner. Initially the hedgehog took the girls` interest as it is not a native or familiar
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animal in Australia. What is it? Some of the girls called out, others recognised it and told
their classmates that it was a hedgehog. The teacher called for the class’s attention and
asked if they felt confident that they could complete the questions on the new overhead
sheet. The girls were being asked to assess the area of different shapes arranged on a grid.
A handout quickly followed and the girls were asked to stick it in their book. Melissa
took this opportunity to go up to her teacher and ask her a question. Irene quickly stuck
the page down, whereas Susannah and Alison took a bit longer, enjoying a bit of a chat
with their partners. No sooner had they completed this task than a song chimed through
the intercom signalling the start of recess.
The following observation is included, as it presents a clear picture of teacherstudent relations at St Mary`s school. It also illustrates communication amongst the
younger students, as the maths pathways year class only had one Year 4 student member.

Classroom Observation Year 6: PDHPE class
I entered the Year 6 classroom where two teachers were team teaching a unit on
bullying. The teachers were using a comical story about a girl who changed various
colours and was trying unsuccessfully to hide her difference from her peers. The teachers
shared the reading of the story between them and sat on two long stools at the front of the
middle section of the room.
The atmosphere in the classroom was relaxed with the students obviously engaged
in the story as their faces were animated and all heads were turned towards the two
teachers. They laughed at the humorous parts of the story, uttered ‘ah’ sounds when it
became sad and sat quietly during the more serious sections. The teachers engaged the
students in the story by changing their tone as well as the volume of their voices. The
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teachers also stopped at various points in the story to show the accompanying pictures
and to ask the students questions. The students were eager to answer their teachers’
questions and had an easy rapport with their teachers, some of them referring to personal
experiences of when they too had felt different. I noticed that Alana and Susannah were
confident to answer their teachers’ questions, but that Tammy was less keen to do so.
When the teacher asked Susannah if she thought the girls in the story were bullies for
teasing the girl who was different she replied, “Yes because they were not accepting of
difference.” The teacher then asked Tammy what she would have done if she, as school
prefect, had witnessed a girl being teased. Tammy did not enjoy having the teachers focus
on her and appeared visibly uncomfortable; almost whispering that she would tell them it
was not nice. Tammy’s reaction to her teacher’s question stood in stark contrast to a story
her teacher had shared with me about her at the end of the lesson. Her teacher told me
that Tammy had recently won an award for standing up for a girl who was being teased
by a former friend.
When the teacher completed reading the story she asked the class what they
thought the message of the story was. Anna responded by saying that one should not be
influenced by peer pressure, that it was all right to be different. She added that usually
things work out in the end. Anna’s answer concurred with her own personal experience
that she had shared with me in an interview. In the interview she described how she had
been rejected by her peer group, but had been accepted by a more positive one that did
not engage in disputes or gossip.
Sylvia also answered the teacher’s question about the story’s meaning saying that
to be happy in oneself, one had to accept difference, and that if we did not all have quirky
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little differences, we would all be the same. We should therefore all change our
perceptions and see the good in other people’s differences.
The teacher then put another question to the class, asking students if they thought
younger readers would get the message of the story. The students were encouraged to
answer this question in their table groups. Tammy, now not under the class spotlight,
conversed easily with the girls at her table. One of the girls at the end of the table leaned
back in her chair to get her attention so that she could share an idea with her. Sylvia was
also actively engaged in conversation with the students at her table, as was Alana.
The teachers then asked the girls to rewrite one of the pages of the story. A soft
cry of ‘ah’ arose from the classroom to which the teacher responded that she only wanted
10 minutes of writing. The room became very quiet at this point, as the girls concentrated
on their writing task. Both teachers circled the room answering questions and offering
encouragement.

St Mary`s School Individual Textural Descriptions
Year 6 Tammy
Tammy had come to St Mary’s from a public, co-educational school in London,
England. She had found that the facilities and technology at her new school were far
more advanced than she had previously experienced at her old school. Finding new
friends at St Mary’s, Tammy perceived, had been quite easy, as the girls were very
welcoming and had made an effort to say ‘hello’. The teacher also ensured that she would
not be lonely, by assigning her a friend for the day. Tammy enjoyed coming to school
everyday. She thought this was because she liked her teacher and the fun way that they
learnt the curriculum at St Mary’s school.
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Tammy perceived that there was a lot of choice in her school day. Girls, for
example, could choose whether to take part in extension activities, or not. She described
this process as follows: They normally have a section of sheets, and they say if you would
like to go with the easier one, the medium or another harder one, it’s up to you… We’ve
got choices that we can make, so it’s not the teacher that chooses for us, it’s what we
think we can do. The teacher, Tammy believed, sometimes became involved in students
selecting extension choices by suggesting to them that they complete the harder section of
the worksheet. For maths extension, Tammy attended the Year 7 maths class at the high
school. She described the program as operating as follows, I go to Year 7… what
happens in this thing is Year 4,5-6 all move around, apart from if you’re in the Year 7
group, you’re in the Year 7 group for good. Like you can’t move back to Year 6.
While Tammy was usually happy with the level of maths work offered to her in
the maths extension group she sometimes found it too easy. When this occurred she
found it frustrating that they all had to review the work several times and complete the
same sheets. She believed that while some of the students in her Year 7 maths group were
too advanced for the Year 6 class, they might not be ready for the Year 7 group and that
another group should be formed for these students. Tammy was also not very fond of the
physics class that had replaced two of their extension mathematics classes at the high
school, as she preferred doing mathematics. She also thought that the physics teacher had
very high expectations of the group, as he expected them to be as competent in science,
as they were in maths. Tammy believed that the Year 10 curriculum he offered the group
in physics resulted in most of the group not knowing what he was talking about.
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Choice was also given in HSIE. Tammy perceived that students could choose
whether to complete the harder or easier sections on the project sheet. She especially
liked how they changed topics every term in HSIE and was enjoying learning about how
people lived in non-touristy countries in term one.
Tammy believed that there were not very many sports for her to choose from at
the school, as two of the ones she wanted to participate in, touch football and basketball,
were only played at high school level. Although the primary school offered soccer, which
was her favourite sport, she chose to play it outside of school instead, as she considered
that it was not offered at a very high level. She explained her decision regarding soccer as
follows, I play it on Sundays out of school, because it’s like a bigger field, because I’ve
played it for a while and everybody knows how to play, whereas in school they don’t……
like if I hadn’t played soccer before, I’d probably do it with school. Tammy also enjoyed
the opportunity soccer outside of school gave her to form friendships with children from
other schools, although she thought that most of her friends came from St Mary’s School.
Tammy described her friendship choices as being with girls that were: loyal and
funny…And like, always there, like somebody who’s not your best friend one day and
your worst enemy the next day. I like it when, just when they’re there for you, I like all
my friends, because they’re loyal and they think of others before themselves. She believed
she had found girls with these qualities at St Mary’s school.
The Year 6 class, Tammy perceived, was organised into three main groups, which
had small splinter groups within them. She considered that her group, which was made up
of eight or nine girls was an active group, as the girls preferred to play games than sit and
talk. The other two groups she labelled the smart and the popular groups. Tammy
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described the smart group as being made up of girls that enjoyed all their subjects
including Christian studies, as well as homework and studying. Tammy thought that
although all these girls in this particular group were known as smart, this was not
necessarily the case. She perceived that although she academically outperformed many of
these girls, she was very different to them as she preferred playing soccer and sports
games at break; whereas she believed that they enjoyed talking about the newest maths
that’s coming out or something. She also perceived that they were quite competitive with
each other and sometimes got cross with each other because people do better in tests.
The girls in the popular group, Tammy perceived, were into boys and fashion and all that
stuff. She perceived popular girls could easily be recognised, as they tended to be
outgoing and out there. After school they could be found, she believed, standing outside
of the school looking at their mobile phones. Tammy recounted how a girl who had been
part of her group had wanted a change and to become popular so she had left her group in
order to follow through on this aspiration.
Tammy explained that girls generally did not change groups, but were expected
to join with the same group of girls daily. There were, however, girls Tammy believed
did not observe this code at St Mary’s whom she labelled ‘the wanderers’. These were
girls who either chose to move around or had experienced confrontation within their own
groups. Tammy had never personally experienced the wanderers’ path and she believed
that this was a result of her group never having arguments. When conflicts became
physically or verbally abusive, Tammy believed that the teachers at St Mary’s quickly
stepped in and prevented them from escalating. She described how she had heard about
one person emailing another person quite rudely… and then the other person told the
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school, and then it stopped. Teachers could not only be counted on to solve social
disputes that had got out of hand, but were also able to make new girls feel welcome by
assigning each of them a daily friend until she found a group of her own. Tammy
believed this had worked especially well for her, as the girl that had been assigned to her
by her class teacher had become her best friend.
In the classroom, Tammy thought the teachers encouraged group cooperation by
allowing the girls to choose their own groups. Tammy wished that group selection
extended beyond her classroom into the other Year 6 class, as she had friends in both
classes. Nevertheless Tammy enjoyed working in groups in her classroom, as she
considered that ideas could be shared and contrasted until a better idea was formed.
Tammy also enjoyed working independently as she found that sometimes it was more
interesting when you figure it out by yourself. Tammy thought that the classroom
environment was a bright and fun, nice atmosphere. She appreciated the warm
atmosphere the teacher had created with a lot of her own personal decorations. She
thought that if you were clever, you did not get very much one on one teacher attention,
as she believed that her classroom teacher focused most of her attention instead on the
people in the lower end academically.
School programs and traditions such as the Friday friends, Chapel and Friday
assembly were usually enjoyed by Tammy. She sometimes found chapel annoying,
however, because they tended to concentrate only on Christianity, whereas she liked
learning about all the different religions. She thought it was cool when the prefects ran
the school assembly, as the students were given control of the proceedings. Tammy also
took pleasure in the Friday Friends program as she believed that it was a chance for her to
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give back. She described her relationship with her Friday Friend as follows: My Friday
Friend, she’s got special needs. So she’s really sweet, because she can’t hear properly,
she’s got a cochlear implant and also she’s got, her muscles don’t work properly, or her
bones, I’m not sure, and she can’t walk properly, so she’s just learning. Apart from that,
I have a really good time with her. Like she came around to my house last Friday we’ve
developed quite a nice bond. Tammy also enjoyed the opportunity the program gave her
to interact with girls of different ages throughout the primary school, but considered that
the Year 4 and 5 girls were not active participants in this program.
Tammy’s experiences at St Mary’s School were mostly positive. She felt some
frustration in the maths program, but believed that she was extended in most of her
subjects daily at her new school. Socially she had been able to form friends both outside
and inside the school and enjoyed the school’s programs that encouraged interaction
between the various grades.

Year 5 Melissa
Melissa felt very positive about her school day at St Mary’s school. She perceived
that the teachers gave her a lot to think about and ensured that she was receiving
challenging school work. Socially, she perceived that the girls in Year 5 and Year 6 had
more opportunities than the girls in the younger grades to make friends, as they moved
around the school more. Melissa also enjoyed the opportunity to take part in the school’s
various break time clubs and was a chess tutor, debater, played in the advanced
percussion club and was a choir member.
Melissa perceived the school clubs gave her an opportunity to make friends with
different girls in other grades at St Mary’s school. The chess club, for example, gave her
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the opportunity to tutor the younger girls in the school and play competitively with the
older ones. Friday Friends was another opportunity for her to meet quite a lot of people,
as she was able to get to know both her Friday Friends classmates, as well as other Year 5
carers from classrooms other than her own. While she looked forward to accompanying
her Friday Friend to the assembly she believed that the school-organised integrated mix
up day was not that well received. She explained this situation as follows, I think that
usually we don’t look forward to or lots of people don’t look forward to mix up day which
is on Wednesday lunch times because sometimes our Friday friends don’t play what we
want to play because we’re older and younger, the ages don’t match. At break time she
tended to sit with the same group of girls, but on weekends she liked to branch out and
invite girls over, including girls that she didn’t know that well. The qualities that Melissa
tended to look for in her friends were that they’re always there for the bad times and the
good times…bad friends would only be there for the good times and they wouldn’t be
there when you need them or when you have a loss or when you hurt yourself or
something, they wouldn’t be there but if you’re having heaps of fun and they think they
can join in, they’d be there.
While Melissa saw her group as a friendly creative group of people who liked to
spend their time at break involved in imaginative play, she perceived that there were two
other groups in Year 5 that were not as welcoming. She called these groups the Girly girl
and Tomboy groups. She described these groups as follows, girlie girl, girl… like all the,
ooh I’m going out on Saturday or something like that or about the new type of nail polish
or whatever or tomboy, which means you’re more boyish and you just hang around you
know… sort of more boyish so they do things that girls usually wouldn’t you know, just,
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not the opposite of the nail polish thing, you just be sort of hanging around pretending to
do other things. There was also a group of girls that Melissa referred to as the wanderers.
She believed these girls preferred not to align themselves with a particular group, but
were friendly and outgoing and preferred sitting with different groups each break. While
Melissa admired these girls she also had found it difficult when one of them joined her
group and then moved on, as she had hoped to form a friendship with her. Melissa
perceived that the girls in the closed groups did not welcome wanderers, as they
considered they threatened their friendship alliances. She described their reactions as
follows, they take somebody coming in and other friend of theirs making friends with that
wanderer, they take it as a sign of like, I don’t like you anymore. If you come in and make
friends with my friend then you’re like stealing her… it’s like they act confident but they
aren’t really.
New girls, Melissa believed, were welcomed by all and usually made friends
straight away. Arguments between friends were common, but Melissa believed they were
generally ignored as they were seen as misunderstandings that were quickly solved and
forgotten. Melissa believed that girls tended to put effort into working these conflicts out,
as they had learnt that if they turned their back on their friends they might end up not
having them as friends anymore. While arguments were seen as being common on the St
Mary’s playground by Melissa, bullying was not. She perceived that it mainly occurred
amongst the older girls who were getting a bit touchy and older really. Melissa believed
that the older girls who were teenagers tended to react more emotionally on the
playground than the other girls. The yearly class divisions did not affect Melissa
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negatively, as she believed that you were able to meet different girls and form new
friendships, so that you could have a back-up group if a friend was sick or away.
In the classroom Melissa believed that the girls were generally accepting of the
extension girls and did not differentiate them as a group. She believed that the Year 5
classes interacted quite a lot, as they mixed up for guided reading, maths and the big
subjects. Melissa had noticed that the girls in her class held different attitudes to school
work. She described her perception as follows there are some girls that work really hard
and take things like, Oh my gosh if I don’t finish this by the time it said I’m going to die
(laughs) err but there’s ones they say I have to finish it by then do half of it now and half
it by tomorrow and stuff. She believed this different attitude towards school work
extended to homework, as she thought that some girls could not care less about it and saw
it as pointless, whereas she spent a lot of time on her homework Melissa said that
teachers went too far in this area as they sometimes created unnecessary stress by
insisting homework was completed that afternoon. Academically, Melissa differed from
the other participants in that she appeared very aware of what girls at her academic level
in the classroom were achieving. She expressed this in the following way: if I do find
someone like me I make sure that we are at the same level, because if I notice that they
have gone up and I have slowly, slowly gone down then I just notice that and try to bring
it up again. Melissa perceived that the teachers organised the girls into groups for maths
and English, which matched their levels of ability. She described the procedure as
follows, they give us a test to do at the beginning of the year and they choose from your
results that you have had in the past at this school or if you have just come to the school
results you had at the old school. And they look at those results and say, ‘Well I don’t
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think you should be teaching [sic] with me, because I will be teaching you things you
already know. So I’m going to go and you are going to go at maths time to Year 6 and
you will learn with that teacher.’ Melissa believed that the teachers had levelled out the
students well and was happy with the level of challenge she was experiencing in her
school day.
She was also content with the amount of choice she was offered in her school day
and perceived that this not only included content choice, but extended to the different
types of school uniform that could be chosen, as well as school involvement socially
through the various clubs. She believed that girls were also given some choice in musical
instrument selection, as they were allowed to give three choices from which the music
teacher would select one. The SRC also allowed the girls to choose which school
problems they wanted to solve and decide themselves how they wanted to go about
solving them. She perceived that the SRC had worked with the teachers at St Mary`s
School to curb bullying and the build up of rubbish on the playground.
Not only was Melissa heavily involved in extra-curricular activities during her
school day, such as the lunch time clubs, but she also was involved in various sporting
and art activities after school. Melissa saw herself as being quite busy, but believed that
each student had a choice about what she wanted to do and should choose wisely, making
sure that she had a variety of interests. Overall Melissa enjoyed her busy school day and
afternoon.

Year 4 Sylvia
Sylvia perceived that she experienced challenge in her school day during her
maths extension, spelling and HSIE classes. Her experience of challenge did not extend
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to other classes in which she participated during her school day. Socially, Sylvia was
content as she had been placed in the same class as her best friend since kindergarten and
had also befriended another girl that attended two of her extension classes. Sylvia was
aware that not all the girls in her class were happy socially, as class meetings had
revealed discord on the playground. She was confident, however, that class meetings and
the SRC would solve these issues.
When Sylvia looked for a friend she sought someone that was friendly nice and
welcomes you. She believed that she had found friends at St Mary`s that possessed these
qualities and also shared her interests. Sylvia spent a lot of her vacation and weekend
time with the friend that she had known since she started at St Mary’s. At recess she
usually ate her snack and spent time playing or talking with her friends. She perceived
that most girls had more than one friend, so that if one was away the other girls were
unlikely to kick you out of the group. However, there had recently been a lot of
friendship issues in the playground… Like one friend talking to another friend trying to
get them to do something that they don’t want to do… and friends not letting you sit with
other friends and things like that.
A lot of these issues had been brought up in class meetings and Sylvia perceived
that solutions were being sought by her classmates. Sylvia perceived class meetings to be
an effective way of solving peer-related problems. She described how during class
meetings girls were not allowed to mention names but were able to put forward their
problem and ask their classmates for solutions. Girls introduced their problems by using
an I message, like I don’t like that will you please stop and things like that. And in the
playground they can go out and say sorry. Sylvia perceived that girls at St Mary’s School
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could voice their concerns and make changes to their lifeworld not only through class
meetings, but through the SRC as well. The girls had decided to ask the SRC to form a
friendship corner in the playground so that girls who don’t have anyone to play with go
over to this friendship corner and they play games. The problem solving skills that were
used in both these children run groups were taught, Sylvia believed, during PDHPE class
by a teacher who had many years of teaching experience. Girls at St Mary’s did not only
have a choice on the type of solutions they used to solve social problems on the
playground, but also in their academic work. She described how in her HSIE class they
could choose different activities from a grid with some of the harder tasks being worth
more points than the easier ones. Sylvia had selected to complete the harder ones as she
believed that they suited her a bit better as she was used to working hard during her
extension classes.
Sylvia enjoyed working independently, as well as in a group. Working
independently allowed her to focus on her own ideas whereas in a group she was able to
form everyone’s ideas into one big idea. Sylvia believed that the school encouraged peers
to interact in both her home room class and across-grades by ensuring that a lot of their
school work was carried out in groups rather than independently. Friday friends, she
perceived, also allowed girls from the older grade groups to become familiar with the
younger girls in the school. Sylvia also perceived that the school’s extension grouping
system allowed girls at St Mary’s School to work at their own pace. She described how
some girls in her class did Year 4 maths while other attended the Year 5 and 6 maths
group. Sylvia was a member of the Year 5 maths group and went for weekly extension
classes with the gifted co-coordinator who made sure that she had extension maths sheets
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for all her other maths classes. Sylvia and the extension maths group sometimes found it
difficult to concentrate and complete their extension sheets in the regular maths class.
When this type of situation occurred, they were able to make use of a small classroom
that was connected to their home room. If Sylvia could change any thing about her school
day it would be to make these maths classes shorter and allow for a block of time at the
end of the day for students to complete work, make up a story or draw.
After school Sylvia felt she had a busy schedule, as she attended piano and
clarinet classes and also attended dancing and drama classes. She was shortly going to
add hockey coaching on Saturdays to her full list of activities. Once she arrived home she
completed her homework, practised her instruments and if she had any free time, played
maths games on the computer.

St Mary’s School Composite Textural Description
The thematic units that have emerged for St Mary’s School in order of salience to
the participants are as follows: Friendship, Challenging Curriculum, School Emotional
and Social Support, Power, Peer Relations, and Stress.
The theme of friendship was a major theme and was described by all the
participants. It contained several sub-themes and therefore covered a vast array of topics
ranging from friendship criteria to playground games. The majority of the participants
were well aware of their school’s support in this area, and readily used skills on the
playground that they had been taught in the classroom.
When looking for a friend, the participants largely sought playmates that they
could trust and with whom they felt comfortable sharing their thoughts. Loyalty was
another important trait to many of the St Mary`s School participants; Tammy in Year 6
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expressed this requirement in a friend as follows: like, always there for you, like not
somebody who’s your best friend one day and your worst enemy the next day. Melissa
(Year 5) perceived that bad friends would only be there for the good times and they
wouldn’t be there when you need them or when you have a loss or when you hurt yourself
or something, they wouldn’t be there but if you’re having heaps of fun and they think they
can join in, they’d be there. Kindness and friendliness were two other traits that were
commonly sought by the participants.
While many of the participants expressed a desire to share their close thoughts
with their friends, only two of the participants perceived that they could share their
academic interests with them. Sports and extra-curricular activities such as dancing and
music, however, were shared in some form with friends by all the participants. Weekends
were a busy time for most of the participants, as many took part in sports games or
attended various out of school creative arts activities. With the exception of Irene (Year
4), who attended academic and music classes, the majority of participants kept one day
free to spend with either family or friends on the weekend.
At lunch time, the Year 5 girls were in charge of lunch crates filled with outdoor
toys such as skipping ropes and hoops. There was also an adventure playground that was
open to the girls by grade on selected days. All the participants looked forward to
spending time chatting and playing with their friends at break times. They were divided
by their choice of playground activities into two distinct groups. One group of
participants perceived that they were too mature to take part in playground games,
whereas, the other revelled in participating in outdoor activities such as running games.
The selection of play interests described by participants was not divided by age as can be
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seen by the next two quotes. Melissa (Year 5) expressed one view as follows: as we get
older, most of us just actually sit in circles and talk. But the younger ones like the Year
3s, you see them tearing around the whole playground. Alessandra also in Year 5
expressed another view: There’s playground equipment and a playground downstairs
with lots of cool stuff that you can go to when it’s your day on the playground… It has a
flying fox, monkey bars, these two poles and you slide down them. When not playing on
the equipment, Alessandra enjoyed participating in imaginative play with her close
friends. Most of the Year 5 girls perceived that their favoured choice of conversation and
play governed their friendship choices on the playground.
All the participants described themselves and their classmates as being affiliated
to a particular playground group which they were expected to join at lunch breaks.
Alessandra (Year 5) explained that everyone basically has her own group, which varied
in size from about 10 to two or three people. The popular group was described by all the
participants in this study, but was sometimes allotted a different label. Susannah in Year
6 for example, referred to this group as the mean and popular group, whereas Melissa in
Year 5 used the term girly, girl group. Despite a variety of labels, this group of girls was
described as having very similar traits by all the participants at St Mary’s School.
Participants generally saw this group as being fairly closed to outsiders and as being
judgemental of the other girls at St Mary’s School. Susannah described an incident in the
girls’ changing rooms which aptly described the participants’ perceptions of this group:
We were in PE, changing in the change rooms and…one of the girls was saying, “You
are really up to fashion statement aren’t you?” in a really sarcastic, really quite a
horrible sort of sarcastic way… To one of the others, who was just kind of feeling, like
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felt a bit down and the girl who said it would just kind of laugh. Oh, they are just not very
nice girls in general. Most of the Year 6 participants perceived this group of girls as
holding power over their peers, governing such things as activities and what type of
clothes were cool to wear. Anna (Year 6) expressed the group’s powerful influence in this
quote: Well, I did do ballet but I stopped doing that because everyone was like oh, ballet
is so like for little kids. You’re cool if you do dance, like jazz and tap and modern and all
that, and if you play netball or soccer, you are, that’s in, sport, like if you go and play
hockey or softball or something, they’re all like, ooh. This group of girls, many of the
participants perceived, could be picked out easily on the playground by the way they
acted and looked. They wore their hair really cool (Anna, Year 6), swore a lot and liked
having their phones out and looking at them (Tammy, Year 6) after school. The Year 5
participants’ perceptions of this group correlated with the Year 6 descriptions. Like their
Year 6 counterparts, the Year 5 participants generally also saw this group of girls as
being not very nice and acting in a cool and judgemental (Calypso, Year 5) manner.
Alessandra, also in Year 5, perceived that these girls received the popular label as they
were famous…kind of known well in the class for things such as being a bit naughty or
known as really funny because people like people who are funny. She believed, however,
that the perception of being well known for something by one’s peers would not extend to
academic areas such as mathematics, as people weren’t likely to say, you are so good at
maths.
Some of the Year 5 and 6 participants referred to there being a smart or academic
playground group. None of these participants, however, saw herself as a present member
of this group. Susannah (Year 6) described how she had previously been a member of this
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group, but had left when she perceived that they had said nasty things about her out of
jealousy when she was awarded the public speaking trophy. Tammy (Year 6) believed
that the girls recognised as belonging to the smart group were really not all that smart,
but were perceived in this manner as they always acted excited about homework and
subjects that their peers did not enjoy, such as Christian studies. She went on to describe
their playground behaviour as follows: it’s just like in the playground, every other
group’s like talking about stuff, and they might be talking about the newest maths that’s
coming out or something… and sometimes they get cross with each other because people
do better in tests… I prefer playing soccer and stuff, than doing that. Tammy (Year 6)
perceived that play time was a social time, where you’re supposed to kind of have fun and
socialise with your friends. Like, in class, you talk about work, and in the playground, I
think you should do something else. Alana (Year 6) like Tammy (Year 6) believed that
this particular group of girls came across as really, really clever due to the type of
activities they favoured, such as reading books on the playground at break.
The Year 4 participants, however, did not describe this type of grouping as
occurring in their Year 4 classroom; they also did not perceive the existence of a sporty
group which was described by many of the Year 5 and 6 participants. The sporty group
was described as being a quite sporty, quite active group (Alana, Year 6) that didn’t like
to sit around and talk, but instead preferred to go out and play games (Tammy, Year 6).
Some of the participants believed that it was important to have membership in a back-up
group, as well as everyday membership in one of the groups that have already been
described. Alessandra (Year 5) recounted the back-up group’s role as follows: Well
everyone has a kind of back-up group. A group that they go to if their group is being
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mean… groups that they go to if their group is not really groupie. Participants who
referred to the back-up group explained that each year girls would be split up from some
of their old friends, as new classes were formed by the school. They would still have
contact with these girls on the playground, as their groups would join up together for
certain games. If there was conflict in the participants’ home group, they were always
guaranteed a place in one of these satellite groups.
While the Year 5 and 4 participants believed that group conflict was usually
quickly resolved and forgotten about on the playground, the majority of Year 6
participants perceived that they were often painful, as well as stressful experiences that at
times required their teacher’s intervention. Anna (Year 6) described this as follows: Well,
I have actually been through a bit of a tough time, because two of my really good friends
started to have an argument with each other and so they started not liking each other and
they were all like talking behind each other’s backs to me and I was sort of the centre of
it. And so they both moved groups and so I was just sort of left. Susannah, also in Year 6,
had found group conflict so painful that it had affected her attitude towards going to
school: Some days I have gone to school and I have thought, oh I hate this school, I feel
so alone, like if I have had a big argument … She has really hurt my feelings and I felt
and I feel like the school has been doing nothing about it. Susannah went on to describe
how she realised that her teachers could not help her if she did not make them aware of
her situation. After confiding in her class teacher, Susannah felt relieved, as through
counselling sessions with the school’s counsellor, her group became reconciled as the
members began to understand each other’s point of view. While many of the Year 6
participants perceived that teachers play a central role in resolving group conflict, the
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younger participants believed that they were only to be called upon when a classmate had
been injured or bullied. Most of the Year 4 and 5 participants described how they had
successfully applied the conflict resolution strategies that they had been taught in PHDPE
on the playground. The Year 4 participants in particular found classroom meetings
helpful in resolving conflict, as they were offered numerous solutions by their peers. The
older participants, however, generally believed that class meetings were for
environmental, rather than personal school problems. More information on this conflict
resolution process can be found under the heading of School Wide Empowerment.
The majority of St Mary’s participants believed isolated peers, were a rarity on
the St Mary’s playground. They perceived that girls who sat alone either had just had an
argument with a friend, or willingly chose to have some alone time. Most of the
participants believed that if girls at St Mary’s noticed a girl sitting alone on the
playground, they would approach her and ask her to play. Susannah, in Year 6, expressed
this in the following quote: Like quite a few people will, if someone is sitting by
themselves… will just come up and say, Hey do you want to sit with us? So it is actually
really good in this school, the way that happens and if someone is sitting by themselves
that generally means that they don’t want to sit with anybody else. It is not because they
can’t.
The exception to this rule, some of the Year 5 participants perceived, was a girl
that had been recently accelerated from the Year 3 to the Year 5 classroom. Alessandra
(Year 5) perceived that this girl was kind of caught, as she was no longer classed with her
best friends, but had not yet made new ones; she therefore had given up on finding
people. While being alienated from a group was seen as unlikely by most of the
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participants at St Mary’s School, some perceived that there was a small group of girls that
voluntarily remained unattached to any of the playground groups. These girls were
perceived as preferring to wander from group to group with no set group affiliation. Some
of the participants labelled this group the wanderers. The wanderers generally had access
to playground groups, as most of them were welcoming and let everyone in (Alison, Year
5). The participants did refer to one or two groups, however, that were more closed, and
not as friendly as the other playground groups, and therefore the participants perceived a
girl would feel a little bit awkward approaching them unless they were friends with one of
the girls in that group (Susannah, Year 6). Girls new to the school, however, would find
most of the groups open to them, as the participants generally believed that everyone
wanted to be friends with the new girl (Tammy, Year 6). Some participants perceived that
in their effort to be very friendly (Alison, Year 5), the St Mary’s girls ran the risk of
overwhelming the newcomer, as everybody wanted to be around them (Irene, Year 4).
While some of the participants perceived that bullying had occurred at St Mary’s
School, they believed it did not happen often and when it did occur, was quickly resolved
by the school. Tammy (Year 6), for example, described an incident of bullying via e-mail
that took place in her classroom, as follows: I know something did happen about
emailing. There was one person emailing another person quite rudely… the school took
care of that. Irene in Year 4 had also been aware of a bullying incident at the school, in
which a group of girls was grabbing other girls on the playground and choking them. She
believed that her teacher’s threat of sending them to the principal’s office had quickly
halted this type of aggressive behaviour on the playground. The school was seen by
many of the participants as not only protecting them emotionally from social conflicts on
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the playground, but actively encouraging them socially as well by implementing school
programs that encouraged friendships across the grades. Programs described by
participants included Friday Friends, Mix up days and various school clubs. The
perception of the school’s role in these areas will be further discussed under the heading
‘School Emotional and Social Support.’
Friendships formed through the Friday Friends program were more positively
described by the Year 5 and 6 participants. Irene (Year 4) believed that her Year 3 Friday
Friend was too close in age to form the type of caring relationship that she perceived the
Year 6 girls were able to form with their kindergarten Friday Friends. The program was
described by many of the older girls, as being, really cool (Calypso, Year 5) as well as a
good way to get to know and befriend younger students at St Mary’s School. Alison
(Year 6) recounted this perception clearly, it’s nice, because you get to mix up with other
years and it’s nice when they look up to you. The Years 5 and 6 participants used
endearing words to describe their younger friends such as, they are so cute (Alessandra,
Year 5) or she’s really sweet (Tammy, Year 6). Tammy (Year 6), in particular, felt a keen
sense of responsibility as her Friday Friend had special needs.
Susannah (Year 6), like most of the older girls, enjoyed the interaction with her
younger peers so much in the Friday Friends program that she hoped that the school
would develop other such programs that encouraged cross-grade friendships. She
believed that a Friday Friend type of program with the senior school would be wonderful,
but probably unrealistic as it would be difficult to organise. Irene in Year 4, however, had
a very different experience. She found the Friday Friends assembly really boring and did
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not look forward to meeting her Year 3 playmate. Sylvia did not mention her relationship
with her Friday Friend other than to say that she was in Year 1.
The participants at St Mary’s School believed, as a group, that their school was a
friendly environment where girls were seldom found sitting alone on the playground and
newcomers were warmly welcomed. The Year 5 and 6 girls generally held different
perceptions about the teachers’ role in playground conflict and had more positive
experiences of the Friday Friend program.

Challenging Curriculum
The participants at St Mary’s School generally found the extension curriculum to
be challenging and at their own pace. They were particularly happy with the maths
pathways program which many of the participants believed was great for everyone
(Susannah, Year 6), as it offered several different levels of learning. The majority of
participants were also satisfied with the level of choice that they were offered throughout
their school day. Regular classroom curriculum, however, was found by some of the
participants to be boring when it was not differentiated, and they were expected to just sit
there and do nothing (Anna, Year 6).
All the participants enthusiastically described the school’s maths program. The
participants described a flexible program in which students were pre-tested as topics were
introduced and sent to the classroom that offered them the maths curriculum at an
academically appropriate level. The participants had a good understanding of how the
system worked and believed that it was beneficial for them to move to different grades
for maths throughout the year. Melissa (Year 5) described her understanding of the
system as follows: Some of the Year 6 girls are with the Year 5s because they need a bit
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more help and need to revise some things that they have forgotten from Year 5 and some
of us go up to Year 6 as we already know what they are going to teach us, so we all move
to different places depending on what type of learning we have. The participants also
generally perceived this system as being very flexible and expected to move to different
groups depending on the maths topic that was being introduced.
Alison (Year 5) explained the type of changes a student could expect in this
system, we change groups, like we do a pre-test for each subject so that we can change
what group we are doing for each different subject. Like say we are going to change to
fractions, we do a fraction test and we change groups each time… you go up or down.
The only group of participants who perceived that their maths group was no longer
flexible were those who had been sent to the high school for the Year 7 maths class.
Tammy (Year 6), for example, who was in this Year group for maths, perceived that once
you were sent to this group you were in the Year 7 group for good, as like you can’t move
back to Year 6. Anna (Year 6) missed the flexibility that she was afforded in her previous
maths groupings and described her experiences in these past groups as being really
comforting to your needs. The fact that these participants could no longer move up or
down meant that they had to stay at the same level, which was frustrating to some of the
participants in the Year 7 maths class: we all do the same… sometimes, it really annoys
me how some people take forever… But everybody takes things at a different pace and
they’re definitely too smart for the Year 6 group, but maybe there should be like a group
in between the two or something (Tammy, Year 6).
Calypso, in Year 5, however, was the exception to this group of participants, as
she believed that the work offered was a little too hard and looked forward to the days

220

lifeworld

when the Year 7 maths class was replaced with a physics class. Calypso (Year 5)
believed that the physics class had been introduced because the maths teacher was not
available on Wednesdays and Fridays. Anna (Year 6), however, held a different
perception, which she recounted in the ensuing quote: I don’t particularly enjoy the
applied physics group that we have instead of maths on a Wednesday and a Friday. I
prefer the maths group better. I think they changed it because the people who were in a
certain maths group didn’t need to do maths for all the weeks, because they were
extended enough, because they learnt faster, so they have to stop for two days, because
otherwise it will be like we would be learning too much. Tammy (Year 6) would also
have preferred to have been offered an extended maths class than a physics lesson.
The younger participants in Year 4 were generally content with their maths class
placement. Sylvia (Year 4) believed that her Year 5 maths class was presenting her with a
good level of maths work, as it was really challenging, but felt that it could be a little bit
easy at times. Irene (Year 4) perceived that she could challenge herself to go a little
higher in maths than her Year 6 placement allowed. She chose not to, however, as she
wanted to remain with her friends and was concerned that they might consider her
moving up a grade as showing off.
The participants had mixed feelings about English classes and preferred classes in
which different learning materials and extension groups were offered. Guided reading
was a preferred English class, as participants were put into little groups (Melissa, Year 5)
across their Year group and offered a different book based on their level of reading
(Alison, Year 5). Melissa described her placement in the guided reading group in the
quote, We get into groups and this group is doing one book and this group is doing
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another book…it is how you read and if you are a good reader… I could do it a bit
harder, but if I did go harder, I would be working very hard and I think I would be
straining myself, but if I went to a lower group then I think I would find it too easy and be
sitting back in class.
The Year 4 girls both believed that their guided reading program was offered to
them at a challenging level. Sylvia enjoyed leaving the classroom and attending extension
English reading classes with the gifted co-ordinator, whereas, Irene, who was from a
Chinese background, believed English was not her strongest subject and that the class
work was at the right level for her. Grammar class, however, was more negatively
experienced by many of the participants. These participants believed that grammar class
largely entailed copying from the Smartboard and doing the same thing every week.
Sylvia (Year 4), like her older peers, also described the English grammar work that she
was offered as being really kind of easy. Both Susannah (Year 6) and Anna (Year 6)
missed the previous year’s English extension activities and writing group, which had not
recommenced, as both believed that it had motivated and challenged them. Susannah
described her present English classes as follows: This year we have not really done much
in extension yet in our English classes we have all been focussing as a grade on
discussing poems… the writing classes and like being motivationally pushed, is, it is kind
of been lacking a bit in Year Six. While she had felt motivated by her previous extension
writing classes, she was concerned that the work presented to her in these classes wasn’t
connected at all to work covered by her year group. She was uncomfortable that not even
the topic was the same and voiced her opinion thus: I think that maybe they should have
their topic and we should be continuing off their topic.
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The participants generally perceived that they were grouped for reading and maths
but not for anything else. While participants considered HSIE to be a non-extension class
they perceived a student could choose to extend herself as much as she wanted to, as
project work was usually assigned. Participants also found the change of topics each term
exciting and perceived that they were offered a lot of choice in this subject area. Irene
described the HSIE project system in the Year 4 classroom as follows: We are learning
about Australian history and we have to pretend we are like a convict and we have to try
and get our ticket of leave by doing activities… you can choose one on your level,
because there is some at 6 months, 1 year, 1.5 years, 2 years and up to three. So if you
think you can challenge more of yourself, you can go ahead, but if you think you are still
not as good, you can stay at that level.
Art was another subject experienced positively by all participants, with the
exception of Calypso (Year 5) who perceived that it was very restricted. The participants
generally enjoyed art classes, as they found the different techniques and cultural
approaches very interesting. It was also considered by some of the participants to be a
subject that catered to all artistic levels. Alessandra (Year 5) described this perception as
follows, Art does not particularly range from hard to easy… if you are a kindergartener
and asked to do a self portrait, as long as you know what a self portrait is you are really
okay with it. So if you ask a really high class art person to draw a self portrait they come
with really different ways of presenting the same topic.
French was a subject not enjoyed by all the participants, as some of them
perceived that it was repetitive and usually consisted of rote learning. Melissa (Year 6)
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perceived that this situation was compounded often by a change in French teacher, which
meant that they started their work all over again.
While physical education was a compulsory subject, sports was not and was
therefore not experienced by many of the participants inside the school. The participants
who enjoyed sports tended to play for outside clubs as they perceived that the school
teams did not offer them an appropriate level of challenge. Tammy (Year 6), for example,
chose to play soccer out of school as her team members at club level had better developed
soccer skills. While the majority of participants played a musical instrument with formal
band practice starting in Year 5, they simply described the musical instrument they
played and their music schedule.
Many of the participants perceived that they were recognised by the school
academically as they had often been assigned to extension classes by their teachers.
Alison (Year 5) expressed this belief in the next quote, Bright people, they actually
understand me. They put them up for things so that they are not doing work that they
have already done. While not all participants believed they were challenged in each
subject area, they generally believed that they were able to come to school and learn
something new each day, as can be seen in the following quote: everything is at my level.
Not at my level like, oh this I can do, this I can do, but at my level, it doesn’t just mean
you can do everything, it just means you learn (Alessandra, Year 5).

School Social and Emotional Support
The participants at St Mary’s School generally perceived that their teachers
worked hard to create classrooms that were bright and fun with friendly atmospheres.
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Students believed they were encouraged by the school to get to know one another through
the various lunch time clubs, Friday Friends program and class project groups.
St Mary’s School offered its students a variety of lunch time clubs in which many
of the participants took an active role. The debating club was the most popular, with the
majority of Year 5 and 6 participants attending lunch time meetings. At the time of the
first interview Year 4 students were unable to join this particular club. The participants
involved in the debating club described how they enjoyed the friendly competition, the
fun atmosphere and discussing a wide range of topics. Alessandra (Year 5) gave an
insightful description of her debating club experiences in the next quote: I like it,
debating is fun. I probably like it because it is just like arguing with everyone
(laughingly)…It just makes you think differently about things… it actually makes you
think about things and at the end of the debate, you might have a completely different
view of something. The participants were somewhat disappointed by the second
interview, as the debating club no longer had a set team that you tried out for, but instead
had open membership, which meant that due to the large number of new club members,
the participants rarely got a turn. Other clubs described by the participants included the
choir, chess, the advanced recorder and the advanced percussion clubs. The chess club,
like the debating club, met every day at lunch time. The older girls were able to tutor the
younger players, which enabled them to get to know the younger girls in the school. They
also got to know some Year 4 and Year 5 students who came every day to take part in
various chess matches. Melissa (Year 5) was an active member of this club and enjoyed
the opportunity to teach new players and play against the other chess tutors. The
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advanced percussion club met only once a week, but was also seen by some of the
participants as an opportunity for social contact with other St Mary’s School students.
The Friday Friends Program, formed by the school, was seen by the majority of
participants as a good way to make friendly contact with both younger and older students
at St Mary’s School. Melissa (Year 5) described how girls got to know each other
socially through this program: In kindergarten we would pair up with a girl from Year 6
and Year 5 with a girl from Year 1 and so on. So when you get to Year 1, you would be
having someone that is older than you, but when you get to Year 5 you would be looking
after a younger person. So it is a good chance for everyone to meet, because you don’t
just meet your Friday friend. If you sit with other girls in your year then you meet theirs
as well, so you do get to meet quite a lot of people and staying one year at the school you
probably know everyone’s names. More information about the Friday friend program can
be found under the Friendship heading. The school was also seen by some of the
participants to encourage social interaction inside the classroom through group work both
in the students’ individual year groups and across-grades. Emotionally many participants
perceived that they were supported at St Mary’s through the school’s PDPHE program,
class meetings, as well as by the teachers and school counsellor. The principal was
believed by some to influence behaviour on the playground, such as group openness and
absence of bullying. Irene (Year 4) described how groups had become more open due to
principal intervention: it’s reduced a lot…I think it’s because the principal said it’s not a
very good attitude of some people leaving some people out, because everybody is equal.
Teachers were also seen by many of the participants to go out of their way to welcome
new girls. Tammy (Year 6), herself a new girl the previous year, had initially found
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change of country and school difficult, but perceived that her teacher had supported her
as follows: When I first came, like the first few days, I found it quite hard, but after that it
was really good… The teachers are very nice to you and they always give you a buddy to
start with every day. Teachers were generally seen by all participants as having a role in
teaching conflict resolution or being personally involved when a group was in crisis.
Anna (Year 6) and Susannah (Year 6) described how their class teachers had been very
supportive when their playground group disintegrated due to group arguments. They
described how their class teacher had not only listened to them when they needed to talk
about their problems, but had also set up group counselling with the school’s counsellor.
The Year 5 and Year 4 participants, however, believed that teachers only intervened
when classmates were injured or bullied. They were largely confident that they would be
able to solve group conflicts themselves through the training they had received through
their PDHPE program.
If group conflicts did get out of hand and needed teacher attention, most of the
participants perceived that they would be dealt with competently and fairly by their
teachers. Alessandra (Year 5) described this process as follows: Sometimes if they are
really serious, then they come to this room, but also discuss the matter. The teacher sits
in that chair and the two girls sit here and they just talk about their side of the story and
they do what we do at lunch and they sort it out. And the teacher really helps, saying,
“Well how much of this is your fault? How much do you think was just coincidence?” or
“How much do you think you should have blamed on you and not blamed on the other
girl?” And then everyone just comes out and it’s cool. Many of the Years 4 and 5
participants perceived that their teacher had taught them useful conflict resolution skills
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in their class meetings, which they were able to transfer effectively to playground
arguments. Sylvia (Year 4) described some of the skills she had learnt: Like give an ‘I
message’; like I don’t like that, will you please stop and things like that.
Teachers were also seen by many of the participants to understand the advanced
learners’ needs and actively cater to them by supplying challenging curriculum and
allowing them to self select the extension over the regular class handouts. Anna (Year 6)
was the exception in this area, as she perceived that her teacher neglected her needs in
order to cater to the people with learning difficulties (Refer to the theme heading
Challenging Curriculum for more in depth examples of teachers’ behaviours in
recognising and providing academic challenge for the St Mary’s School participants).
Other participants not only perceived their teachers as actively promoting their advanced
learning, but also encouraging them to advance towards more challenging curricular
options, as can be seen in the following quote: She won’t be forced to, but the teacher will
be quite insistent, but I think you would probably want to do it, but if you didn’t, she
might think ‘Oh maybe she is not quite so confident, maybe she should stay here awhile’
(Susannah, Year 6).
Participants’ perceptions of the school’s recognition, or neglect, of advanced
learners’ academic, social and emotional needs influenced the participants’ attitudes to
their lifeworld at St Mary’s School. The participants were more or less equally divided
into two groups: those that loved coming to school and those that looked forward to
certain days, but did not feel positively about all of them.
Irene (Year 4), for example, experienced her school day solely in a positive sense,
as can be seen in the next quote: I like coming to school a lot and my favourite thing in

228

lifeworld

the whole entire world is school. I really like the teachers, like how they teach you how to
learn properly and how they teach you new things that you never knew before and they
tell you new strategies to tell you like what sort of different things you can do to work out
something… They give you fun puzzles, fun games, they give us worksheets that are, help
improve our think, our thinking… I like maths, I like music, I like art, and I like HSIE,
because it gets my brain thinking … I love learning, because it challenges me. This type
of positive perception of school life at St Mary’s School was not confined to the younger
participants, as Tammy in Year 6 and Melissa in Year 5 held similar perceptions.
Participants who shared this positive outlook generally described looking forward to
going to school, because they liked their teachers, the work offered to them was
interesting, they generally experienced their school day as fun and they had events to look
forward to.
Those participants who had more variable perceptions of their school day
generally perceived that they looked forward to certain days more than others, due to
variations in the school timetable as can be seen in the next quote: It depends what day it
is. My favourite day would be Friday and Tuesday is pretty fun. Tuesday and Friday
(band) I like…I like Tuesdays, because we’ve got music and library…and I like Monday
because we get an extra long lunch. Negative experiences that were described centred
around group conflicts and classes that presented tasks that they found especially boring,
as can been seen in the following quote: There are certain days I look forward to more
than others. Wednesday I don’t like, because there are a lot of subjects in them that I
don’t enjoy. For instance in English we were doing this task and I don’t know about the
other people, but I really didn’t enjoy it… but generally I do look forward to coming to
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school (Anna, Year 6). Calypso had the most negative perception. Although she described
how she generally looked forward to coming to school, she believed that her school day
was far too restrictive.

Power
The participants had a sense that they had some control and choice in their everyday
lifeworld at St Mary’s School. Some were frustrated that they did not have more choices,
but all recognised time in their school days when they had freedom to choose.
The SRC was described by most participants as having some influence over how
choices were made and problems were solved at St Mary’s School. Some of the
participants perceived that the SRC was able to solve bullying problems and social issues
on the playground, whereas others saw the SRC role in more practical terms, as can be
seen in the following quote: The SRC, that’s problems like with the bathrooms. Like
everyone wants a bathroom upstairs and everyone wants mirrors with bathrooms. There
are no mirrors; because they fell over on this little kid… we have made plans, because
the SRC say ‘Well the mirrors that fell over… were stuck on with glue.’ They say, ‘The
next one will be made like screwed on and glued on so they will have more safety’
(Alessandra, Year 5). Others saw the role as both social and practical: There are SRC
members they go around saying, ‘ Are there any problems’? and I’ll go to the meeting
and say, ‘ alright this is a problem in our year.’ Well then the SRC member goes to the
SRC meeting at lunch time and um…she says, ‘ We need to stop bullying so we are going
to do this and this and go to each classroom and actually talk about it. Actually make it
stop.’ Recently there has been a lot of rubbish in the playground, for example and
lunchboxes have been left on the ground, so they have bought crates and the crates go by
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the big tree and once you have finished you put your lunchboxes inside the crates
(Melissa, Year 5). Anna (Year 6) had mixed feelings about the SRC. While she perceived
that it fixed, your problems, and made sure you’re like, happy with the environment more,
she perceived that it could also cause a bit of controversy, as not all students were content
with the chosen solutions.
The participants perceived that the SRC became aware of school problems
through feedback to representatives from class meetings that were organised in PDHPE
classes. Class meetings were found particularly to be productive by the Year 4
participants. They believed that they were able to solve many of their classroom problems
during these meetings and therefore only relayed the really, really, bad problems (Irene,
Year 4) to the SRC. Sylvia (Year 4) described her experience of class meetings as
follows, we have been having a lot of friendship issues in the playground …it’s been
brought up in class meetings then we have solutions; people put their hands up for
solutions. And sometimes we have a scribe who just writes down the notes and the
solutions… the class meetings work a lot, because if you have done something wrong and
then you don’t know what to do, people can give you some really good solutions. Girls
were taught to use ‘I messages’ when introducing their problem to the group and were
forbidden to mention any names.
Teachers were also considered by some of the participants to trust the students to
make their own decisions wisely. Anna (Year 6) explained this perception in the next
quote: Our teacher puts a lot of things in trust. Like, I trust you to make the right
decision. Like, when we got our tables, she said you can just choose where you’re going
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to sit, and she was happy because we didn’t just choose our best friend, we chose
someone who we’re friendly with but we wanted to get more from them.
Participants also described how their music teacher had allowed them a certain
amount of choice in the selection of their band instruments. Playing a musical instrument
for the school band was compulsory at St Mary’s School for all Year 5 and 6 students.
The Year 5 participants described how they had been asked to list their three favourite
instruments and were guaranteed by their music teacher that one of the instruments would
be selected for them. Participants who already played a musical instrument were
permitted by the music teacher to carry on learning the instrument if they wished. Some
of the participants, however, nominated to change their instrument selection. Alison in
Year 5 described this option as follows: You could stick to the violin, but I didn’t I wanted
to play another one… I wanted to play the saxophone or the trumpet.
The majority of participants perceived that a certain amount of freedom of choice
extended to the academic part of their school day. Some participants, for example,
believed that teachers allowed students to choose whether to extend themselves or not by
allowing them to select extension sheets instead of the regular class worksheet. Irene
(Year 4) described the choice offered in her classroom as follows: You could choose
between the easier one or the harder one. I chose the harder one…if you think you can
challenge more of yourself, you can go ahead, but if you think you are still not as good,
you can stay at that level. I always challenge myself. Some of the participants perceived
that this sense of choice was also available to St Mary’s students in the school’s extension
programs. Tammy (Year 6) voiced this as follows: You can decide for yourself if you
want to go up or down. Susannah in Year 6 perceived that teachers would not put

232

lifeworld

students up a level without their consent. Some of the Year 5 and 6 participants described
how they enjoyed being able to select their guided reading book from a very long booklist
compiled by the teacher. There were also participants who believed that while students at
St Mary’s School had millions of sports to choose from, they did not have to choose to do
a sport (Alessandra, Year 5) as it was not compulsory.
This perception of free choice, by many of the participants, extended to the
school’s extra-curricular program. Participants voiced their pleasure in being members of
several school clubs, but said they were purely voluntary. Alessandra (Year 5) explained
that while she enjoyed attending debate training classes, it was not forced upon anyone.
School auditions for the debating team, bands and school concerts were seen in the same
light by many of the participants. Irene (Year 4) described this perception in the next
quote, There are some things that you don’t have to do, for example if you have to
audition for this thing and you don’t have to do it, even though somebody wants to let you
do it, you don’t have to do. School uniform was also seen by some of the participants as
not an entirely restrictive area, as they perceived that they were daily able to choose
whether to wear shorts, a tunic or dress.
Overall participants generally perceived that there were many choices offered to
students attending St Mary’s school. Participants were aware of the variety of academic
and extra-curricular choices open to them throughout their school day. Some participants,
however, perceived that student choice at St Mary’s School could still be extended
further.
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Peer Relations
The theme Peer Relations was separated from the theme, Friendships, as although
there was some crossover between the two themes, the participants generally spoke
differently about the two areas. Sub-themes included under this heading range from peer
integration to bullying. This issue of peer relations was spoken about by all the St Mary’s
participants.
Participants generally perceived that advanced learners were accepted by their
peers at St Mary’s School. They believed that girls were not teased when they went up or
down a year in the school’s maths pathways program or differentiated year groupings, but
instead could expect their peers’ support. Susannah (Year 6) described this perception in
the quote: Actually the girls are very good about that, they are sad when someone leaves
their level. There is never any teasing or anything like that. While Irene (Year 4) and
Melissa (Year 5) perceived that girls who were moved up a level were recognised as
being really smart by class peers, Alison (Year 5) perceived that no one really noticed
this type of movement, as quite a lot of people would go up for different subjects. Tammy
(Year 6) also perceived that the school’s flexible grouping system made peers take a
positive approach to class groupings and believed she was able to demonstrate her
academic ability without fear of negative peer repercussions. Some of the Year 6 and
Year 5 participants, however, did describe teasing taking place in their classroom by girls
in the popular group, whom they perceived held very judgemental views about fashion
and activities choices. Anna (Year 6), for example, described how her choice to become a
debating club member was negatively received by this group of girls: It’s annoying,
because people go ‘Oh dorks do debating’. But I do.
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Competition with peers was generally perceived as being friendly and not
stressful at St Mary’s School. Melissa (Year 5), Alessandra (Year 5) and Susannah (Year
6) described how they generally enjoyed the competition they experienced as members of
the debating team. Melissa also enjoyed going around versing …other tutors or playing
against the kids that want to actually play at her chess club meetings. The participants,
however, were not so closely aligned about their experience of in-class academic
competition. Melissa (Year 5) and Alison (Yea r5) were more aware of their classroom
peers’ academic results. Anna (Year 6) took a more intrinsic approach to academic
competition. She described in the following quote how academic competition differed in
her mind to the more transparent team competition that she experienced as a swimmer,
Well, I strive to get the best grade, but I’m happy with anything, like at grade level, or up.
It’s a different sort of race, you know, to get grades. Because it’s like against yourself
and you can’t compare to anyone, and no-one can really help you in the tests and things,
and they can’t change your report cards or anything. But in swimming, you know, you
can change your style and get people faster than you and in front of you, so you like
speed up to them and stick with them… And it’s more like under cover in grades. Irene
(Year 4) described how she enjoyed friendly, academic competition with her peers who
were also extension class members, but was not so happy about other class members
approaching her and asking her for her grades. She perceived that some of her peers
viewed her as a smart kid and therefore used her grades as a barometer to see how they
had placed in the classroom.
While most of the participants perceived that they could find classroom peers who
worked at their academic level, they had mixed feelings about group work. Most of the
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participants preferred a combined approach in which they initially worked with their
peers and exchanged ideas then went off to work independently on a particular topic. The
sharing of ideas and knowledge was perceived by the majority of participants as the most
beneficial outcome of group interaction. This perception is expressed in the following
quote: Working in groups you can make everyone’s ideas into one big idea. And that kind
of helps, instead of having just one little idea and you are not really able to think in
different ways…’ cause different people think in different ways and sometimes that really
helps (Sylvia, Year 4). Independent work was also enjoyed by many of the participants, as
they found they could work at their own pace and focus on their own ideas. Tammy (Year
6) also perceived that working alone was sometimes more interesting as it allowed her to
figure it out by herself.
The majority of peers, while perceiving that they were able to meet their younger
school peers through the Friday Friends and Maths Pathways program, wished that they
were able to mix more often with other year groups in the school. Susannah (Year 6)
described this perception as follows, we don’t get to see other grades as much as I would
like. Although we do have Friday Friends with the kindy, but we don’t really have any
connection with all the other grades… Actually I kind of would like it with the high
school, because it would be good to have some people who were older than us, but then
again it would be too hard, so probably with the junior school. Melissa (Year 5) was the
only participant who actively felt that peers at St Mary’s School mixed a lot.
The participants generally perceived that their classroom peers co-operated well
together, not only academically, but they also supported each other emotionally through
school support structures, such as the SRC and classroom meetings that were carried out
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in PDHPE. More can be seen about this perception under the heading School Social and
Emotional Support.

Expectations
All the participants experienced some form of stress, whether it was through
boredom, apparent perfectionism, or a heavy after school schedule. Lack of time and high
academic expectations placed on participants by peers, teachers or parents were the two
most common explanations given for perceived stress. Some participants found that
certain extra-curricular activities calmed them and they were able to escape anxiety
through outlets such as swimming, music and dance. Irene (Year 4) aptly described this
perception as follows: I mostly like doing piano because it really makes me feel relaxed,
like I can just spread my freedom on the piano.
The perception of a lack of sufficient time experienced during the school day and
after school was a major cause of stress for participants. The amount of time spent on
homework seemed to be a common source of stress, but it was perceived as stressful for
very different reasons by the participants at St Mary’s School. Susanne (Year 6) and Irene
(Year 4), for example, both had very heavily scheduled afternoons. One spent them
dancing, which was a self chosen passion, and perceived that she struggled with
homework assignments due to her poor time management skills, whereas Irene (Year 4)
felt overburdened with the amount of homework she was given, as she was expected to
complete school homework, parental homework, Saturday school homework, as well as
practise her musical instruments to her father’s specifications. She described her schedule
as follows: I play piano two hours and then violin for one hour. Then all the rest,
schoolwork and stuff like that, everyday I either go to sleep at 11pm or 10pm… On
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Saturday I am fully booked because I’ve got first violin class, then piano class then Music
class and then college until 5.30… it’s an education college. It’s harder than Year 4
work… it’s basically like Year 7 work. Which I’m quite stressed out with… and piano and
violin and then sometimes if I have a bit of time, I get, I have to do some more worksheets
or read, so but on Saturdays from 5.30 I get a free night at least. Melissa (Year 5) also
found homework stressful, but perceived that it was caused for very different reasons.
She perceived that she spent a lot of time on homework as she liked to do her work
absolutely perfectly. Extra homework, as a result of membership in the debating club was
also perceived as a stressful experience by participants who were debating club members.
Some of these participants believed that their experience of stress in debating was
further aggravated by club members that insisted that they not take their scheduled rest
time which was assigned to all club members, as their contribution to the team was
deemed by their team mates to be too valuable. Susannah (Year 6) described this in the
next quote: Definitely it was really quite a stressful period. Like we would say, Oh, I
really can’t debate this week. And the girls would be like, well we are relying on you and
we really need you. And I really felt quite pressured, quite a lot. Alessandra (Year 5)
who shared this experience with Susannah (Year 5) was especially irate, as while club
members had insisted that she not take any time off from debating during the term, they
had insisted instead that she take her break in the debating final, which was an event that
she had worked towards and to which she had looked forward. While extra-curricular
activity was seen by many as a common stressor, Irene and Sylvia, both in Year 4, were
the only participants who perceived that their school day was over scheduled. They both
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wished for a period near the end of the day when they could finish off a bit of work or
read a book quietly.
High expectations from important others, both within and outside of the school,
was also described as a stressor by some of the participants. While the maths pathways
system was experienced as being not stressful at all, the physics class that had replaced
some of the extension maths classes was described by some of the participants as anxiety
provoking. Tammy (Year 6) and Alison (Year 6) both described feeling uncomfortable
with the high expectations they were expected to have in their Year 7 maths class on
physics days. Tammy (Year 6) explained that while her peers believed that they could
achieve very highly in maths, they did not all feel the same way about their physics
performances, we’re extension, we’re really high up, we can do like, Year 10 and
stuff…He teaches extension Year 8 to like, Year 12 and he’s just like oh, because you’re
extension Year 6, I think you’ll be able to do extension Year 9 or something. Susannah
(Year 6) also perceived that her teachers, as well as her peers, had placed unnecessary
high expectations on her to achieve after she won the school’s public speaking
competition. She described this event as follows: I just happened to win. And then
afterwards, like I was really proud, but then afterwards, next year, a lot of pressure was
on… because people kept on asking me, you know, Oh what is your speech and I kind of
felt like, each time they were a bit let down when I told them what my speech was about.
And everyone was like, including the teachers, were like, expecting so much. It was
really quite stressful… at times. I often came home feeling kind of really, stressed out
and not being able to focus on anything. While high peer and teacher expectations were
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mentioned by many of the St Mary’s School participants, only Irene (Year 4) described
having high expectations placed upon her by a parent.
Four of the participants perceived that group conflict was a major cause of school
-related stress. All of these participants, however, believed that their situation was
improving due to the effective response of school personnel. For more information on
group conflict, refer to the Friendship section. While school support in emotional issues
was seen as a de-stressor by some of the participants, certain extra-curricular activities
were also seen as having a calming influence.
While some of the participants described pressure as coming from the school and
the high expectations of others, some believed that their own personal management of
time, or way of working, had generated their feelings of pressure. Many had recognised
events and relationships that had caused them anxiety and had worked actively to prevent
their anxiety levels from escalating further. This can be seen in participants’ descriptions
that describe how they purposefully removed themselves from playground groups or
friendships that they perceived as damaging, and in the descriptions that recount their
purposeful involvement in activities that they found calming.

School Traditions and Duties
While School Traditions and Duties was a small sub- theme, it was an issue
described by all the participants. The majority of participants disliked school assemblies
and chapel services, as they found them very boring. They perceived that they were
expected to sit for long periods of time listening to plays that had been repeated from
previous years, as well as pay attention to a long list of announcements. While most of
the participants believed that school assemblies tended to be unnecessarily long, Irene
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(Year 4) perceived that her experience of assembly and chapel was aggravated further by
the fact that she was a Buddhist and therefore did not follow the presented Christian
beliefs. She described her experience as follows, The Assembly is really boring because
all you have to do is sit there and just listen to the Bible and do a prayer, but me and my
friend Melissa, we are like different, because I’m Chinese so I’m Buddhism and Melissa
is Greek, and we don’t really follow the Christian… we still pray but yeah, but, so it’s
quite boring for us. Tammy and Susannah both in Year 6 were the only participants who
mentioned that they enjoyed attending school assemblies. Susannah liked the
responsibility, as a prefect, of running the assembly, of introducing the principal, making
announcements and choosing the prayer and bible reading, whereas Tammy took pleasure
in watching her peers run the assemblies.
While all the participants described their participation in the Friday Friend
program as an expected school duty, the Year 5 participants were much more vocal about
their other school duty, which required them to give out and collect playground
equipment. Alessandra (Year 5) described it as a terrible job as the student on duty had to
spend her whole lunch time monitoring the contents of the crate which meant that she
was unable to play with friends. Susannah (Year 6) was the only other participant that
referred to a school duty besides the Friday Friend program, as she perceived that she had
many extra duties as a school prefect. She recounted her duties in the quotation: We often
have to guide people around the school and we go and see Miss Remington if she needs
help or something and our main job is running assemblies.
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Common Themes
The three common themes that emerged from the findings of this study were Peer
Relations, Power and Challenging Curriculum. These themes represent the underlying
structures or essences of, what it is like to be a gifted child in a school that purposefully
endeavours to cater to its gifted population’s academic needs. These essential themes
were arrived at from phenomenological analysis of the participants` lived experiences of
specialised school environments. These common themes among the schools will be
analysed in depth in the following chapter.

Summary
This chapter has endeavoured to present the participants` descriptions of their
lifeworld at schools that purposefully catered to their atypical academic needs, as well as
the underlying structures and essences of the phenomenon investigated.
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CHAPTER 6
DISCUSSION
This final chapter attempts to address common themes and to answer the research
questions that were set for the study. This investigative journey has given the researcher a
deeper understanding of the creation and importance of a positive social context in the
school environment and how they were experienced by some gifted primary aged
students in specialised educational settings. Educators can use the information in this
chapter to gain a better understanding of what it is like to be a gifted primary aged child
in a specialised educational setting. They also may find the listing of social and emotional
outcomes as well as school systems useful that were found in this study to positively
contribute to optimal social context in schools.

Common themes
In order of salience to the participants the common themes from the three schools
were Peer Relations, Challenging Instruction and Power, which incorporated the subtheme of Choice.

Peer Relations
All participants in this study sought acceptance from their peer group, whether it
was easily achieved or hard to gain. The different social contexts of the three schools in
this study, however, impacted on whether they felt the need to resort to social coping
strategies that hid their academic ability, or not. The way the school organised their gifted
program also impacted social relations, as they structured the amount of time
academically advanced students spent together. Additionally, school gender expectations
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played a key role in the participants’ perception of what made a child popular or how
they should behave on the playground.
While there were many differences among the three schools, generally all of the
participants perceived that it was easy to make friends in their school’s extension
programs. They discovered that they generally shared similarities that did not only relate
to academic pursuits, but included other interests that were not always perceived as ‘cool’
by their same aged peers, for example, extra curricular activities such as ballet, debate,
instrumental music and chess. They also appreciated the time the extension class gave
them to work with peers who thought the same way they did and shared a passion for the
subject being taught. The participants generally perceived that group work in the
extension classes allowed them to progress at a faster rate academically, as they were able
to learn from each other and develop more complex ideas when working together. This
finding relates to past gifted education research (Rogers, 2002) and is discussed in depth
under the Question Three research heading .
The amount of time participants spent with like-ability peers seems to have
impacted the participants’ attitude to school; with those who spent the least time together
having the most negative perceptions and those who spent the most time together having
the most positive perceptions of their school day. Despite Westerford School participants
having the most favourable attitude to their school day they generally perceived that they
did not spend enough time with peers in the mixed ability classroom. It seems that all
schools in this study found it difficult to achieve a balance that satisfied their gifted
students’ need to spend time with like ability and mixed ability peers. While the majority
of the Westerford School participants wished for more time with peers in the mixed
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ability class, most of the participants at the other schools desired a more advanced
academic program than they were offered in their mixed ability classroom. Westerford
School had endeavoured to address this issue by organising students in the mixed ability
and extension classes to spend time together in non-academic subjects such as physical
education, art and drama lessons. This topic is discussed in greater depth under the
Question Two research heading.
Despite many of the Westerford School participants’ perceptions that they did not
spend enough time with their mixed ability classmates, they described their peer
interactions both on the playground and in the classroom more positively than the
majority of other participants in this study. They described the social context of the
opportunity classroom as being supportive and caring, with peers working easily together
in a team-like manner. Westerford School participants generally perceived that this
community-like atmosphere extended onto the school playground. Indeed, playground
behaviour at Westerford School was described in very different terms to the other schools
that took part in this study. For example, playground groups and games were seen as
being open and accepting of peers, no matter what their age, interest or gender. Bishops
College and St Mary’s school, on the other hand, perceived that group structure on their
playgrounds tended to be hierarchical in nature, with a dominant peer group presiding
over the playground. The various playground groups were seen by several of these
participants as having set entrance criteria and were given specific labels by these
participants. For example, St Mary’s School participants generally believed that their
playground consisted of a girly girl, tomboy and smart group. While similar interests
generally denoted the type of peer group students selected at both these schools, the
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Bishops College participants described group selection in a far more arbitrary manner.
They perceived it was not always individually decided, as non-sporty boys were not
invited to join the basketball, soccer or cricket groups. Rather they were expected to play
handball. Lack of athletic ability was generally perceived by the Bishops College
participants to be equated with academic acumen on the Bishops College playground.
Boys new to the school were therefore advised to hide their academic ability from peers
until they had proved themselves athletically to class mates. In point of fact, Bishops
College described the most negative attitude towards gifted students by school peers than
any of the other participants taking part in this study. It seems that the traditional
masculine culture that was ensconced at this school allowed for only one type of male
identity to be accepted by boys at this school. The gender cultures of the schools in this
study are explored further under the Question Two research heading.
Participants at St Mary`s and Westerford schools perceived that their school
culture was far more accepting of difference, and generally did not feel the need to hide
their gifted identity. St Mary’s school participants believed that girls that attended
extension classes were not teased and instead girls were seen to be supportive of each
other if either pushed up or dropped down a group. These participants also perceived that,
as they were tested each term for spots in their school’s extension programs, class make
up continually changed, so that no one group could be identified by peers as the clever
group. The Westerford School participants on the other hand perceived that while they
were identified as being in the smart class by peers, they were generally not teased, as the
school promoted diversity amongst its school population. This, they perceived, was
demonstrated by the school’s celebration of student achievement in the creative arts,
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sporting arena and outside academic competitions. The participants’ perception of
difference is discussed in depth under the Question One research heading, whereas group
structure is further addressed under the Question Two research heading.
While participants at Bishops College generally perceived that boys needed to
rush onto the playground to secure a spot in playground games, the St Mary`s school
participants perceived that playground groupings were not structured by common
interests alone, but included group loyalty. For example, girls were expected to sit in the
same groups each break, if a girl chose not to do so, participants believed it usually
signified a problem within the group. Group loyalty also extended to back up groups who
came together for certain group activities and could be relied on, if there was a
disagreement or a friend away. Girls who chose not to conform to this type of group
arrangement were perceived to stand out and were labelled the wanderers by some of the
St Mary`s school participants. While this group of girls did not have an affiliated group,
they were not seen as social isolates on the St Mary`s playground. Indeed, social isolation
was not described by the participants at either St Mary`s or Westerford School as being a
factor on their school playgrounds. Participants at both schools perceived that if a student
was seen to be sitting alone, they would be either approached by peers to join them, or a
class teacher would place them in a playground group. In point of fact, staff at all three
schools seemed to influence group behaviour on the playground, by deciding whether or
not to incorporate and model effective peer relation strategies into their teaching
schedules.
Openness between the grades on the playground was also seen in this study to be
influenced by staff decisions and school social programs. For example, participants at
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both St Mary`s and Westerford schools described how they were encouraged by school
staff to interact with the children in other grades through specific programs, such as
cultural activities at Westerford School and the Friday Friend day at St Mary`s school.
Participants at these two schools generally believed that these types of programs fostered
a sense of school community amongst their peers. For example, they described how
students recognised each other and would greet each other. This, many participants
believed, also led to a culture of care, as students felt a responsibility to each other if they
noticed a peer had been left out of a game or seemed upset. Participants at Westerford
School in particular described a very close knit, family type of community, where
siblings were visited at break on the open playground and peers were recognised not only
through school support systems, but out of school congregations and organisations as
well. The Bishops College participants did not share this experience, as they believed
that peer independence and separation of peers by age was encouraged by both teachers
and students, with boys receiving punishments rather than encouragement if they crossed
playgrounds or played with equipment from other grades. Participants described how the
push for individual independence, rather than community, was encouraged not only on
the playground, but in the classroom, where boys were encouraged to work individually
and solve their own problems. The fact that Bishops College had the largest school
population out of the three schools that participated in this study and also that
independence has been recognised in gender research as a trait encouraged at single sex
male schools may have also contributed to this result. Both the topic of student isolation,
teacher instruction in prosocial behaviour and group openness are discussed further under
the Question One research heading.
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While there were many differences between the boys’ socialisation processes at
Westerford School and Bishops College they both were united in that social relations
amongst the male participants largely centred on sport. Male participants at both schools
generally spent their breaks playing sports and tended to make friends with boys with
similar sporting interests. There were, however, important differences in the way male
participants at Bishops College and Westerford School described the unwritten rules of
group expectations and structure. For example, the Westerford School participants, unlike
their Bishops College peers, perceived that their playground sports games were rarely
disrupted through aggressive behaviour or conflict. Another difference described by the
male participants at Westerford School was that they perceived that group sport games
were open to all of their playground peers. These peers included newcomers to the
school, boys seen as non-sporty, female peers and students from other grades. Non-sporty
boys, while accepted at Westerford School and welcomed into all sports games, were
described as having a very low social standing on the Bishops College playground.
Bishops College participants perceived that peers at their school generally associated
advanced academic acumen with lack of sporting ability. They therefore believed that it
was important for a new boy to hide his academic acumen from peers until he had proved
his athletic ability on the playground. Not to do so, many Bishops College participants
perceived, could lead to social isolation on the playground.
The female participants in this study favoured spending their break times with
peers who shared similar conversation or play interests. The large numbers of peers who
were required to play sports and the active nature of the game seems to have impacted the
type of communication used amongst many of the boys. This led many of the female
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participants at the co-educational school to perceive that the type of communication
generally preferred by their male peers differed to the one sought and practised amongst
female peers. The participants at St Mary`s School generally described and were
observed to follow similar styles of communication to the one described by the
Westerford school female participants. For example, girls tended to sit in circular groups
where group members could easily be heard and seen by other group members. This
subject and other gender related topics, such as types of social coping strategies used by
the different genders, are discussed in depth under the Question Two research heading.
The most common qualities sought for in a friend in order of salience to the
participants were similar interests, trustworthiness, kindness, co-cooperativeness, a sense
of humour, empathy, supportiveness and honesty. It is interesting to note that while
mutual interests was the most common trait selected by participants at all three schools,
Westerford School participants alone perceived that they could share both academic and
extra curricular interests with peers. Another interesting outcome was that the qualities
looked for in a friend did not adhere to Gross’s gifted friendship framework, despite all
participants having been formally tested as gifted by their perspective schools. In point of
fact only six out of the 27 participants who took part in this study sought qualities in a
friend that adhered to the Sure Shelter friend category.

Challenging Instruction
All participants in this study enjoyed the opportunities the extension classes
afforded them, such as the chance to experience challenge and to move forward
academically. They all described in positive terms the results of experiencing a
curriculum that was geared to suit their academic needs, as well as pace of learning.
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Academic challenge, however, was found not to be generally experienced in the mixed
ability classroom in this study and was usually only experienced in the school’s extension
classes.
While the majority of Westerford School participants perceived that they received
challenging instruction daily in the opportunity class, participants at St Mary`s and
Bishops College, who spent most of their school day in the mixed ability classroom,
complained of experiencing boredom in several of their lessons. Classes where students
had been grouped by ability and offered a differentiated curriculum, such as a more
complex spelling list, was looked upon far more favourably by these participants. While
participants at St Mary`s school experienced this approach to learning in maths, HSIE,
spelling and reading, the Bishops College participants spent the majority of their school
day completing class work at the same pace and level as all the other students in their
classroom. Indeed, the Bishops College participants described a very different type of
extension program to the one described by participants at both Westerford and St Mary’s
schools. The Bishops College participants generally described an extension system that
was inflexible and one that was not consistently applied throughout the primary school.
For example only participants with an IQ 140 and over could be included in the extension
programs and classroom teachers differed on their rulings on whether extension work
could replace class work. New boys to the school, however, generally perceived
curriculum instruction to be far more challenging than they had experienced at previous
schools. These participants had different reasons for this perception, some believing they
were now offered better facilities such as computer labs, while others described curricular
changes such as the opportunity to learn a language or a musical instrument.
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Participants at Westerford School differed from those at St Mary`s and
Westerford schools, as they generally perceived that they received academically
challenging instruction throughout the school day. Many of these participants believed
that change in level of instruction had increased their levels of motivation and general
interest in learning. For example, some participants described how they continued to
research academic material introduced during their school day at home, as they found it
interesting. Several participants also described how their teachers’ perceptions that they
could achieve the high goals set for them, led them to accomplish tasks that they had
previously believed too difficult to achieve. This led many of the participants in the
Westerford School opportunity classroom to perceive that they could now accomplish far
more academically than they had in the mixed ability classroom. The majority of
participants at this school also perceived that small class size had contributed to this
outcome, as teachers had more time available to recognise and develop individual
strengths. Several of the female participants, while recognising their academic growth,
found teacher and peer high academic expectations somewhat stressful. None of these
participants, however, wished to replace the type of academic instruction they were
receiving in the opportunity class with the one they had experienced previously in the
mixed ability classroom. The male participants at Westerford School generally seemed to
find the expectations of important others in the school environment and class competition
far less stressful than their female peers. In fact, placement in the opportunity class
seemed in many cases to have increased the Westerford School male participants’
confidence levels. For example, one of the male participants described how he was not
concerned with class ranking, as he recognised he had been placed with the top thirteen
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students in his year group, which was in itself, he believed, recognition by the school of
his academic ability.
The female participants at St Mary`s school generally described classroom
competition in far more positive terms than their counterparts at Westerford School. This
may have been due to the way extension classes were generally organised, with students
being placed in classes at the appropriate academic level, as topics were introduced. They
also spent the majority of their day in the mixed ability classroom, so would not have felt
as threatened about losing their academic standing. The Bishop College participants had
mixed perceptions of how academic competition was experienced at their school. They
were united in their belief, however, that games on the playground were very competitive
and sometimes deteriorated into aggressive behaviour with some teammates not
accepting a loss. The participants that believed academic competition also took place in
the classroom did not, however, generally describe it in negative terms. The way the
female and male participants at Bishops College, Westerford and St Mary`s schools dealt
with stress and high expectations and academic competition has been dealt with under the
Question Two research heading.

Power
While this theme was described by the majority of participants, the social contexts
of the school generally determined whether they had largely positive or negative
experiences in this area. For example, while most participants described how they were
motivated by the offer of choice in their school day, some participants’ school
environments were more rigid and did not allow them much freedom in this area. The
majority of participants were, however, united in their desire for the offer of more choice
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and independence in their school day. This wish extended to the sub-theme of discipline,
where the majority of participants sought the opportunity to have input in their school’s
discipline process.
The power structure that existed at Bishops College was perceived by participants
to be hierarchical in nature. They believed that power was held by the principal, followed
by the teachers, then the prefects, the athletic boys, bad boys, general student population
and lastly the unathletic boys. This perception led participants to believe that the school’s
gifted population generally occupied a lowly position within the school’s power structure.
They believed this to be the case as gifted boys were stereotypically perceived as
unathletic, unless they had consciously downplayed academic ability and proved their
sporting ability on the playground. This emphasis on sporting ability meant that boys new
to the school were generally isolated on the playground until peers had decided which
sporting groups to allocate them to. Athletic ability or connections with the prefect body
were generally seen as gate openers by many of the participants to the various sports
games on the Bishop’s College playground. For example, Trevor and Xiau who were
both new to the school had very different playground experiences, with Trevor being
immediately accepted into a group, as the boys knew his older brother who was a Year 6
prefect. Xiau on the other hand described how he walked around the playground alone for
the first few weeks until a classmate invited him to join a wall ball group. Once his
representative cricket ability became known, however, he was quickly moved from the
wall ball group and accepted into one of the more prestigious playground groups. The
esteemed position athletic boys held on the Bishops College playground seemed to be
reinforced by the school, with athletic trophies and plaques far outnumbering the
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academic ones in the school hall. Athletic boys were also described by participants as far
more likely to gain their sports choice within the school’s athletic program than the boys
perceived as unathletic. The impact of gender culture on school social context has been
discussed under the Research Question Two heading.
The Bishops College participants generally believed that they were not given any
choices in their school day and generally perceived that they were not part of any type of
decision making processes in their school. For example, participants generally believed
that they were unable to have a say in the level or pace of their learning. An example of
this is Xiau, who was disciplined by his PDHPE teacher for working too fast, whereas
John was disciplined for working too slowly. Indeed, this was the only school where none
of the participants referred to the existence of a study representative body at their school.
The participants at both St Mary`s and Westerford schools described student
representative councils that were generally effective and could be relied upon to put
forward and carry out students’ requests. Participants at both these schools believed that
students were encouraged to be involved in the running of their schools through their
involvement in a variety of student operated systems. For example, Westerford School
participants described how participants were given control through various teacher taught
strategies to monitor aggressive behaviour on the playground. For instance, students
verbally warned a student who was demonstrating rough behaviour. This was then
followed by a 5 minute time out if peers involved in the game believed the student had
continued to play in an aggressive manner. Teachers were also perceived at these two
schools to engage students in the organisation and running of the classroom. For example,
participants at St Mary`s and Westerford schools described how they were encouraged by
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class teachers to find a table in the classroom next to a peer they believed they could
work well with. At Bishops College on the other hand, classroom layout was generally
controlled by the teacher, who in some classrooms was described as using it as a
disciplinary device.
Perception of student involvement in school decision making processes seemed to
be reflected in the types of disciplinary systems that existed at the three schools. For
instance, Bishops College participants described a far more traditional style of discipline
being reinforced by their teachers, than the ones described by St Mary`s or Westerford
school participants. While participants at St Mary`s and Westerford schools perceived the
individual student was punished for misbehaviour, Bishop College participants generally
believed that the whole class would often receive punishment for a single student’s
behaviour. These participants also generally believed that punishments would be handed
out without student involvement, whereas St Mary`s and Westerford participants believed
that students would have an opportunity to explain their actions. Indeed, participants who
were new to Bishops College described how surprised they were by the stringent
discipline system that existed at Bishops College. This was not always experienced in the
negative sense, however, as some participants believed it prevented bullying and ensured
that boys were kind to each other. Disciplinary systems and the importance of choice to
the participants in their school day is further discussed under the Question Two research
heading.

.
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School discipline procedures also differed in the way class point systems were
arranged. St Mary`s and Westerford school participants believed that students were
awarded points for positive behaviour, whereas Bishops College participants described a
point system where negative behaviour was recognised and recorded on the classrooms’
blackboards.
While the three schools had very different power structures, the participants were
united in their descriptions for a need to be involved in the running of their schools, even
if it was in a minor way, such as the prefect system at Bishops College and St Mary`s
school, or in a more significant manner through the SRC at Westerford and St Mary`s
schools. Perceptions of having a say in the running of the school and decisions that
influenced their school day clearly impacted the participants positively. The theme of
power and the role of school agencies such as the SRC and prefect system are further
discussed under the Question One research heading.

The Research Questions
Question One: How do primary aged gifted students perceive and experience the social
contexts of schools that sought to actively cater to their atypical academic needs?
The primary purpose of this study was to contribute to field understanding of the
types of social contexts that specialised educational environments create for academically
advanced student population. Research in this area has been scarce, yet many educators in
gifted education are aware of the powerful impact that some schools with special
programs can make on the lifeworld of a gifted child (Coleman, 1995, 2001, 2005). That
is not to say that all schools with specialised educational environments are able to provide
an optimal social context for their gifted students. Indeed, this study found that despite all
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schools providing extension classes for their advanced learners, the types of social
contexts that they created were disparate.
The results from this research demonstrate that while challenging instruction was
clearly important for the emotional wellbeing of the advanced learner in this study, it
went hand in hand with each school’s ethos towards the social and emotional
development of its student population. Each school’s objectives in this area clearly
influenced students’ perceptions of emotional safety, acceptance of diversity, and
teacher-student and peer relations in the school environment. This finding differs to
previous research that suggests that if a gifted child’s cognitive abilities are catered to
their social and emotional needs will automatically be met (Colangelo, 2002). St Mary`s
and Westerford Schools placed strong emphasis not only on the academic growth of their
students, but their affective development as well. This was demonstrated by several social
and emotional support systems that both schools had put into place. These comprehensive
programs appeared to play an important role in the creation of mainly positive social
contexts at these schools. Participants at St Mary`s and Westerford schools perceived that
they could rely on the support of their teachers in times of crisis, and believed that their
schools had procedures to deal with any type of social or emotional difficulty that might
arise. Participants described how, while bullying had occurred at their schools, it was rare
and swiftly dealt with by teachers. This allowed the majority of these participants to feel
psychologically supported and protected in their school environments. They also believed
that they were free to demonstrate their academic achievement without fear of reprisal
from peers or teachers. The ethos of both schools encouraged academic achievement and
accepted diversity in the student population.
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Both schools actively worked to prevent isolation of students through several lunch
time clubs such as music, chess and debating clubs. The school library was also open
during lunch hour at both schools, providing a refuge for students who wanted to get
away from the hustle and bustle of the playground. It also enabled students interested in a
topic to meet and research together. Special events were also organised by both schools in
order to encourage mixing of students from different classes. For example, St Mary`s
School had a set day each week when the students took part in a cross age buddies
program in which the older girls were assigned a younger girl with whom to play. This
program encouraged the St Mary`s girls to become familiar with children not only in the
younger year groups, but also allowed the older girls to get to know peers who had been
assigned students in the same allocated year group. Maths Pathways, a cross-grade
mathematics program at St Mary`s School, also enabled students from different year
groups to meet.
Westerford School, being a Jewish school, had several cultural programs that
connected the different year groups in the school. For example, there were various
school-wide festivals, dances and religious celebrations. The school also had strong ties
to the Jewish community outside of the school, and many students were familiar with
each other through their local synagogue or Maccabbi sports teams. Formal programs had
also been established with the outside Jewish community whereby Jewish holocaust
survivors came into the school and shared their war time experiences with the Year 5 and
Year 6 students. These recollections seemed to have positively impacted the students, as
participants described how they perceived their history as Jews more favourably after
these classes, as they saw themselves belonging to a strong, resilient nation that was hard

259

lifeworld

to destroy. Participants who were new to the school described how they no longer felt
different to other members of their school community, perceiving that they had belonged
to a minority group at previous schools. This, combined with their atypical academic
ability, seemed to have impacted these participants’ sense of difference in the past.
Participants who were newcomers to the school therefore took special comfort not only in
the fact that they were now surrounded by peers and many teachers who shared their
religious background, but also were very positive about being placed with like ability
peers.
The school also had several other programs that were not religiously or culturally
based, which encouraged cross-grade integration, such as the school reading program.
This program allowed older readers in Years 4, 5 and 6 to spend time reading with
children in the younger year group. The school’s extension program also encouraged
cross-grade friendships, as students from younger year groups had the opportunity to
learn from and interact with students in older year groups. The co-educational aspect, as
well as the fact that the pre-school, primary and high schools were all on the same
campus, further encouraged peer social integration, as siblings interacted with each
other’s respective peer groups. The open playgrounds between the classes also promoted
this familial atmosphere, as it allowed siblings to seek each other out at break if they
wanted to talk to each other, were upset or wanted to introduce a new friend. Previous
research (Gross, 1998, 2002) has suggested that gifted children may seek friendships with
older peers, as their interests are more likely to be similar; the open playground structure
at Westerford School would have allowed for this type of interaction. The playground
groupings at Westerford reflected a family type of environment with groups generally
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being larger and less fractured than groupings at the other two schools in this study.
Students at Westerford School were observed to generally prefer gathering at break in
large extended groups, rather than in the smaller groups which were observed on the St
Mary`s and Bishop College playgrounds.
Both St Mary`s and Westerford schools had introduced formal social and
emotional development programs into their schools. Participants described how teachers
modelled various prosocial and interpersonal skills which they believed helped to resolve
playground conflicts. Students were also taught to become aware of their own emotional
needs during these classes. The learning of these skills appeared to have had a positive
effect on the way students at these two schools reacted to difference and the way they
approached newcomers, as well as isolated peers on the playground. For example,
participants at both schools voiced how it was not common to see a child sitting alone at
break, as they believed that peers would be sure to quickly approach them and
accommodate them into a group. Playground conflicts were also quickly resolved, with
students modelling taught conflict resolution strategies. The majority of playground
groups were seen as open and accepting of newcomers by the participants at these
schools. While none of the St Mary`s school participants saw herself as different from her
peers, several of the Westerford participants saw themselves as academically different,
but generally not athletically or socially different from their peers. Academic difference
from same aged peers was generally positively experienced by the Westerford
participants, as they believed that their school and peers largely viewed intellectual ability
as a positive trait. Many of the school initiatives put into place at the St Mary`s and
Westerford schools have been shown in educational research to contribute to the creation
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of socially harmonious school environments (Weissberg, Resnik, Payton & O’Brien,
2003).
The Bishop College participants’ perceptions of their school’s social and
emotional support system contrasted sharply to those described by the St Mary`s and
Westerford participants. The perception that they were expected to face social and
emotional difficulties on their own, and they had never learnt effective social strategies
for the playground suggested that the social context created at this school differed sharply
from the other two schools. Several Bishop College participants, for example, described
how playground sports games, which were highly competitive, often deteriorated into
conflict and that newcomers to the school were frequently ignored by the boys. The
participants generally described peers and playground groups that were not accepting of
difference and closed to newcomers.
The unwelcoming response to newcomers was not experienced by students alone,
as observations carried out for this study suggested a staff population that was generally
guarded and suspicious of an outsider’s presence. For example, when asking for
directions to a classroom, a teacher responded that she had no time to explain them, as
she only had 15 minutes to go to the staff room and have a coffee. Newcomers in the
staffroom appeared to be ignored by staff and were not permitted to use the adjacent staff
bathroom, but required to walk up three floors to one allocated for visitors. Initial
interviews were often interrupted despite the fact that the location and time had been
posted via email to all staff members at Bishop College. These interruptions made it more
difficult for the participants to feel relaxed and not on guard. The arguably inhospitable
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behaviour contrasted with the welcoming atmosphere the researcher experienced at the
other two schools.
Newcomers to the school were not the only ones who experienced this type of
exclusion at Bishop College. Even boys who had been at the school for several years had
to rush to the playground at break to ensure that they were included in their favourite
sports games, as it was generally believed that too many players spoilt the game. The
exceptions to this rule were the boys who were seen as athletic. They were welcomed into
several different types of sports games and were able to pick the sport they wanted to
play on the day.
Sporting ability was clearly highly regarded by the boys and teachers at Bishop
College, with all boys being expected to play sports. This finding correlates with previous
gender research (Clark, 2002; Kerr & Cohen, 2001; Swain, 2005). Corridors in the school
were lined with glass cases full of sports trophies and medals. The school hall also
displayed plaques positioned under house flags that demonstrated previous sporting
accomplishments. Academic accomplishments were harder to find, however, and were
not visible in any of the display cases. This ethos of an athletic rather than academic
culture possibly explained why newcomers were quickly assessed for their sporting
ability, with the non-sporty boys being assigned to the wall ball courts while the sporty
boys were expected to play soccer, basketball or cricket.
Academic boys were generally perceived in a stereotypical manner by the
participants; that is, they were not expected to like sports and were considered to belong
to the non-sporty group. It was generally seen to be important by participants to
demonstrate athletic ability before academic ability to peers in order to escape the
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dreaded ‘nerd’ tag. It is interesting to note that despite several of these participants
perceiving academic boys as enjoying stereotypical activities, the majority saw
themselves as being aligned to the sporty boy groups. Being gifted at Bishop College
was seen as socially stigmatising by several of the participants at this school and many of
these participants disidentified from this label. This finding resonates with previous
research suggesting that gifted children in schools that are unaccepting of diversity are
likely to hide their academic abilities (Buescher & Highham, 2003; Coleman & Cross,
1988, 2000, 2005; Swiatek, 2001a, 2002). The fact that these students were primary
school age, however, differs from previous research which proposed that advanced
learners under the age of 13 are usually respected by peers and therefore perceive no need
to mask their ability (Norman, Ramsay, Roberts & Martray, 2000; Rimm, 2001).
All Bishop College boys were expected to play some type of sports game by their
peers at break and very few boys opted to read or chat with friends. Intimate
conversations, as well as demonstrations of emotions were clearly discouraged, with boys
being expected to be active and to engage in only light, humorous talk. These results
concur with previous research on boy culture and are further investigated in the section
on Research Question 2 (Kindlon & Thomason, 2000; Sax, 2005, Swain, 2005). The
Bishop College playground was different from the other two playgrounds in this study, in
that it was a hive of activity with several different types of balls flying in different
directions and the boys themselves running back and forth in constant motion. There
were no playground clubs open at lunch breaks at Bishop College, but there were several
school sports teams and a school band as well as a choir that practised after school. Places
in the sports teams, junior choir and band were highly contested. Boys at the school
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talented in singing might not consider being members of senior choir positively, as
participants promoted to this position described teasing as being a common occurrence
when practices were held at the high school chapel. This led one of the participants to
perceive that bullying might be more extant at the high school level than he had
experienced at the primary school level.
An inability for boys to use problem solving strategies at Bishop College in order
to avoid conflict was described both by the participants and was also personally observed
on the playground. Many of the participants at Bishop College described how they
purposefully avoided games which they believed were likely to become aggressive.
Cheating was cited as and observed to be the primary cause of conflict. While belonging
to a sports team was important to many of the Bishop College participants, cooperating
together socially and emotionally seemed to be difficult for many of them. This may not
have only been related to the lack of effective support programs, but may have also been
linked to the Boy Code (which is discussed in the context of Research Question Two).
Independence, for instance, rather than group co-operation, was seen to be encouraged by
teachers at this male single-gender school. For example, when the maths extension group
began to work together and share the various methods they had used to obtain their
answers, they were disciplined by their teacher and told to work independently. The
Bishop College participants preferred to work alone, which differed sharply from the
Westerford and St Mary`s school participants, who generally enjoyed group work. This
may also be due to the fact that these participants were not offered the same amount of
academic challenge or time with like-ability peers as the other participants in this study
(This theme will be further discussed in the third Research Question).
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The playground was also observed to be a place where separation, rather than
integration, was encouraged. The Bishop College playgrounds were far more divided by
grade levels than at any other school. Separation of the years was further encouraged at
break time with each year group having its own box of outdoor sports gear, which did not
appear to promote the sharing of equipment and games between grades. Co-operation and
cross-grade integration were generally not seen to be encouraged at Bishop College.
There were no formal programs observed or referred to by the participants. Despite
several of the participants describing a playground that was largely unaccepting of
difference and playground groups that were difficult to access, at least half of these
participants were more or less satisfied with their school day. The main reason for this
attitude seemed to be that the boys enjoyed their school’s sports program, as well as other
opportunities the school afforded them, such as the chance to use state-of-the-art
technological and sporting facilities, attend extension classes, and learn another language
or musical instrument. Some newcomers also believed that there were more boys who
shared their interests at Bishop College, such as their love of sports and computers. None
of these participants, however, described sharing academic interests with peers, and more
than half of the Bishop College participants saw themselves as different from other
students at the school.
The St Mary`s students shared similar perceptions to the Bishop College
participants in this respect, with only two of the participants from this school believing
that they could share their academic interests with friends. The St Mary’s participants did
believe, however, that they could share their thoughts and feelings. The Westerford
participants, on the other hand, seemed to perceive that they were able to share both their
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academic and extra-curricular interests with their opportunity class like-ability peers. This
finding resonates with previous research that has suggested that academically advanced
students placed in an opportunity class setting are more likely to share academic interests
with their like-ability peers (Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999).
Whilst the St Mary`s participants were more closely aligned to the Westerford
participants’ descriptions of a harmonious and accepting school social environment, they
mirrored the Bishop College participants in their perceptions that playground groups were
labelled according to students’ playground interests. For example, a sporty and nonsporty group were described, as well as a group of girls that was described as interested in
‘fame and fashion’. The St Mary`s participants, however, differed in their perceptions of
group dynamics, as they believed that play interests alone did not draw students together,
but rather strong friendship ties were the key. Girls, therefore, were described as
generally getting very upset if a group member decided to change group affiliation.
Favoured conversation topics were also seen as important in bringing a group of girls
together at St Mary`s School. The Bishop College groups, although also labelled, were
governed by group numbers, with boys being turned away if students perceived there
were too many boys than was good for the game. It seemed the boys perceived that they
would get fewer turns if the group incorporated too many students. Both St Mary`s and
Bishop College participants also perceived that there was a group of students on the
playground labelled as being popular by their peers.
While teachers were generally perceived to like cooperative and quiet boys at
Bishop College, participants believed that the athletic boys held sway on the playground.
Academically advanced boys were generally not seen as being popular by the Bishop
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College participants with either peers or teachers. For example, one of the participants
described an event in which he had been punished and humiliated in front of his PDHPE
class for going ahead with his work. He described how he did not perceive this
punishment as fair, as his only ‘crime’ had been to complete his work at his own pace.
This trait had apparently irritated the teacher who was personally observed to round up
other students, who had gone ahead of their peers, whom he placed in front of the class
without their books for punishment. The teacher went on to create a blacklist on the board
and wrote down their names, allocating a cross next to them representing detentions each
time one of them spoke. Another participant who had not been disciplined was personally
observed to excitedly tell the teacher, as he stopped by his computer station, that he had
found a new way to accomplish the task, but the teacher chose to ignore him and the boy
stopped speaking mid-sentence. The intention here is not to highlight this teacher’s
inappropriate relations with his students, but it supports previous research demonstrating
that gifted children often learn to slow the pace of their learning to match that of their
peers in order to maintain normal relations with their class teachers (Coleman & Cross,
2005). This finding, in addition to the fact that several of the Bishop College participants
were only allotted a few hours a week to experience challenging instruction with likeability peers, is likely to have heightened the underachievement risk for gifted students
attending this school (Colangelo, Assouline & Gross, 2004; Neihart, Reis, Robinson, &
Moon 2002). No such incident with teachers was observed or described by participants at
the other two schools in this study. Perhaps a lack of understanding of gifted children by
Bishop College teachers led to an unsympathetic attitude being adopted towards this
student population. For example, even boys in the maths extension class were disciplined

268

lifeworld

for going ahead with their work, and participants were expected to complete class work
that they often already knew before they were able to continue on with their extension
activities.
At St Mary`s School the Years 5 and 6 participants generally perceived the girls
who were interested in ‘boys and fashion’ to be the popular students, whereas the Year 4
participants did not perceive there to be a popular group at the school. This finding may
have more to do with adolescent development than group dynamics. Previous research
has indicated that popularity with peers is likely to become more important to children
when they reach the upper years of primary school (Swiatek, 2002). Unlike the
athletically popular students at Bishop College, who were seen by participants as revered
by their peers, none of the St Mary`s School participants perceived that the popular girls
possessed any admirable traits or demonstrated any positive types of behaviour. Instead,
these girls were described as being ‘opinionated’, judgemental’ and ‘mean’. For
example, popular girls were seen by participants to ridicule girls who did not wear the
latest fashion or who chose to do ballet rather than jazz dancing. This type of behaviour
did not endear them to the other girls. This group of girls was also believed to be easily
recognizable on the St Mary`s school playground, as they could be identified by their
fashionable hairstyles and their mobile phones. While this group of students apparently
did try to influence the upper primary students’ tastes in fashion and extra-curricular
interests, they did not exert any sway over students’ academic interests or activities. The
St Mary`s school participants’ descriptions of the popular girl group correlate with what
recent research has labelled the perceived popular (highly visible) rather than the sociometrically popular (well liked) (Cillessen & Casey, 2006). Recent research has indicated
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that upper primary students are more likely to associate highly visible students with
popularity than those who are well liked (Lease, Kennedy & Axelrod, 2002). The fact
that the male and female participants at the single-gender schools in this study generally
had such different social constructions of popularity has been further addressed in the
context of Research Question 2. While the majority of Years 4 and 5 participants did not
perceive that there was a smart group on the St Mary`s playground, three of the Year 6
participants described such a group in very stereotypical terms. Members of this group
were perceived to enjoy homework, Christian Studies and spending their break time
discussing school work. None of these participants, however, saw herself as a member of
this group and did not necessarily perceive this group of girls in a negative sense.
Participants believed that they preferred to engage in different lunch time pursuits. For
example, while they perceived these girls as enjoying discussing class lessons, they
preferred attending the debating or chess club. This group of participants, although not
seeing themselves as members of the smart group, were clearly not masking their
intellectual lunch time preferences.
Westerford School differed from both St Mary`s School and Bishop College, in
that participants in the school’s opportunity class did not describe any students as holding
a higher status than others. The group dynamics were also very different at Westerford
School when compared to the other two schools, as whole classes were described as
sitting or playing together with males and females easily accepted into playground games.
Participants who were newcomers to the school described how excited and surprised they
were by this social system. For example, participants described how amazed they were on
arrival at Westerford School to find that boys and girls played so freely together and that
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no type of hierarchical group system existed in the playground or classrooms. The
characteristics of the social environment described by Westerford School participants
correlate with the one depicted in Coleman’s (2001) ethnographic study of a residential
school in the United States. Westerford School participants, however, differed in that
participants described this type of environment as existing school wide, and this may
therefore have had more to do with the school’s strong focus on developing a community
atmosphere. This result may also have something to do with Jewish culture, as interviews
with the Rabbi, psychologist and school principal indicated that affective outcomes may
have been encouraged at Westerford School that may not always be promoted in other
school cultures. At the meeting with the Rabbi, for example, I learned that Reform Jews
had been encouraged for centuries to read as a congregation and to question the Torah.
Diverse views were accepted and no right or wrong answer expected. Students of the
Torah, both today and in the past, have been revered for their intellectual ability to
grapple with important religious questions. The Rabbi stressed how the sharing of
knowledge, as well as mutual respect between teacher and students, had been encouraged
through Jewish biblical texts throughout the ages and therefore this reciprocal type of
learning relationship should be expected to exist at present day Jewish schools. The
principal, like the Rabbi, perceived that intellectualism had played an important role in
Jewish culture and was therefore embedded in the culture of the school. He described
how words rather than aggression had been encouraged at Westerford School, with
records demonstrating that there had not been a single fist fight in the school’s history.
The psychologist expanded further on the fact that the acceptance of questioning biblical
texts may have led Jewish boys and men to feel comfortable in questioning their own
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emotions as well. This finding contradicts much of the research on how adolescent boys
experience the world around them, with several studies suggesting that boys at this point
in their development tend to divorce themselves from their feelings, viewing them as a
feminine characteristic (Kindlon & Thomason, 2000).
The social outcomes described by these community members, such as acceptance
of diversity, empathy, and sharing of knowledge, are all characteristics that have been
found by other researchers to create unique social environments in many OC classrooms
and specialised schools (Coleman, 1995, 2001, 2005; Cross, Coleman, & Stewart, 2003;
Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999). It is not surprising, therefore, that staff members at
Westerford were able to create this atypical school environment if these traits were
valued and nurtured. The fact that Westerford School had managed to create such a
positive, warm and supportive atmosphere may have caused the female participants who
had been at the school for a number of years to experience a sense of loss when they
joined the opportunity class despite the fact that they perceived this class, as having a
close knit family type of environment. They described how they felt pulled between the
‘two families,’ perceiving that it would have been a lot easier if they had not been the
only females in their year at Westerford School to be selected for the school’s
opportunity class. Newcomers and male participants who had been at the school for some
time, however, did not share this experience. Indeed, newcomers perceived that they had
been able to make more friends than at their past schools and believed they could fit in
better socially, as they now had peers who understood them.
The participants’ ability to feel understood by the school appeared to be impacted
to a large degree by the sense of power they believed they were allotted in their school
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day. This affected the participants’ perceptions of whether their atypical needs would be
addressed, whether the school trusted them to make the right choice, and whether the
school valued their opinions or not in the solving of school problems. St Mary`s school
participants, more than participants from other schools, believed that they played an
important role in the running of the school. Indeed, the school’s discipline system was not
referred to by any of these participants. Instead, they described a school in which teachers
and students cooperated together to solve many of the problems experienced by the
participants at the school. Participants believed generally that students at St Mary`s
school were involved in solving a vast array of problems that concerned the running of
the school, such as coming up with secure ways for mirrors to be hung in bathrooms after
an unfortunate student accident, to organising a fair, school wide system for playground
tidy up. The participants were generally confident that students who were members of the
SRC would be able to resolve school problems successfully with their teachers’ support.
Student involvement was not only accepted in the day to day running of the school, but in
the social and emotional arena as well, with students solving their own problems through
class meetings and, if necessary, through meetings with teachers or the school counsellor.
These participants overwhelmingly believed that they not only had power in the running
of their school, but that they also had some control over their own learning. For example,
St Mary`s School participants described how teachers included them in the extension
process, by getting their permission before they were subject accelerated. All students
were also given the choice of whether to complete the extension or non-extension
activities, throughout the school day or not. This type of academic extension may not
have suited all gifted learners, as those who were not academically motivated may not
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have chosen to select the more challenging class work options. The theme of choice
resonated throughout the St Mary`s school data and seemed to be an important factor in
the generally positive school experiences reported by these participants. The ability to
choose, St Mary`s participants believed, extended to their selection of musical
instrument, whether they wanted to play school sports or not, join a lunch time club or be
academically extended. This finding contrasted sharply with the Bishop College
participants’ experiences, who believed that they did not experience much choice in their
school day.
The Westerford participants, like the St Mary`s participants, also believed that
they were involved in the school’s decision making processes and positively described
how they were able to put their ideas forward for a longer lunch break or a new school
sports team. Some of the female participants, however, perceived that the introduction of
a new more formal discipline policy that was administered through what was termed ‘The
Redbook,’ had negatively impacted the school’s cohesive environment. This topic is
further discussed under the Research Question Two heading. When reviewing the
findings for Westerford School, the discipline policy seemed to be at odds with the
community-like environment the school staff had worked so hard to create. Classroom
observations also suggested that the staff generally managed student discipline in a
supportive rather than authoritarian manner. For example, in the Year 4 class, one of the
participants was observed to be distracted from her work, as she was talking to students
nearby who had already completed the set task. The class teacher quietly came up to the
child and asked if it would help if she moved to another table until she had completed her

274

lifeworld

work. The same teacher was seen to award ticks for positive, rather than negative,
classroom behaviour.
The Bishop College participants appeared to be the most governed by their
school’s discipline policy and did not mention any type of participation in the school
decision making processes. The majority of participants believed that a strict set of rules
governed all student behaviour in the school. The school’s severe rules, several
participants said, ensured that boys were nice to each other, wore their uniform correctly,
and cooperated with their teachers in the classroom. Many participants, however,
perceived the school’s discipline system as not being fairly administered, as the
punishment did not always seem to fit the crime. For example, some of the participants
described how the whole class rather than the guilty individual tended to get punished.
Discipline was also described, as well as personally observed, not to be uniform
throughout the school. Students therefore were unlikely to always be aware of what
constituted a transgression. Prefects were generally perceived at Bishop College as
supporting the school’s discipline system with their primary role being to watch for
students who disobeyed school rules by not tucking in their shirts or speaking in the
corridors. This differed greatly from the expected prefect role at the other two schools. St
Mary`s school prefects` role was perceived as one in which they helped the school
headmistress in organisational matters such as preparing the format for the school
assembly. Prefects were also expected to be responsible for, compassionate to, and
understanding of students younger than themselves. The Westerford participants, on the
other hand, saw their prefects as filling a largely religious role within the school, as they
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were expected to lead the primary school in daily prayers. They also fulfilled a symbolic
role by representing the school at community events outside the school.
The sharing of power was found in this study not only to impact each participant’s
sense of having a voice in the school’s various decision making processes, but also each
participant’s sense of autonomy. The majority of participants` sense of self management,
motivational levels, as well as communication patterns were affected by their sense of
control in their classroom environment. While the Westerford and St Mary`s participants
appeared secure in their perceptions that their teachers were working with them in an
effort to develop their talent, the Bishop College participants, as has already been
mentioned earlier, were not. Previous research has indicated that lack of autonomy in the
school environment can lead to students feeling frustrated, which in turn can lead to
several other types of negative emotions (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 2001). Examples are
the frustration that was mentioned by Xiau who was punished by the PDHPE teacher for
working at his own pace and by Shugilu who felt angry at being continually denied the
opportunity to attend computer classes. Both these boys considered the controlling
behaviour of their teachers as unfair. Previous research has also suggested that students,
in an effort to protect their own emotional well being, may disengage from classrooms in
which they believe teachers to be authoritarian and student autonomy is denied (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). Indeed, the student-teacher relations were observed to be much more
traditional at Bishop College than the other two schools, with teachers introducing the
lesson to the whole class and students then being encouraged to complete worksheets
independently at their desks. For example, at Bishop College the entire Year 5 class was
observed to sit at the front of the room for maths while their teacher demonstrated
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completion of a series of sums on the whiteboard, whereas students in Year 5 at St
Mary`s school went to different classrooms daily for maths, based on their abilities in the
maths topic being covered that term. While discussions amongst students were
encouraged at St Mary`s school, with students breaking up into small groups to solve
their maths problems, the Bishop College students returned in silence to their desks and
individually worked on their sums and were disciplined by their class teacher if they
spoke out. Teachers` communicative practices were also observed to be different in these
two classrooms in that the Bishop College teacher either gave the answer or corrected a
student’s answer, whereas, the St Mary`s class teacher encouraged students to use each
other’s feedback to find the correct answer. Classroom communication practices were
observed and described as collaborative at both St Mary`s and Westerford schools with
differences of opinion being respected and the groups working together. Classmates’
unique ideas and individual knowledge were voiced by both these groups of participants
as the most positive aspect of group work.
The teachers at Bishop College were also perceived by the participants to use
classroom layout as a tool for keeping authority in the classroom. Badly behaved students
were believed to be purposefully placed with well behaved ones in an effort to instil
classroom cooperation. This finding differed greatly from the other schools where
participants described how teachers had trusted them to find their own spot in the
classroom. Cross-gender friendships were encouraged by the Westerford School Year 5
opportunity class teacher who told the class that the classroom was a gender free zone
and that students could choose to sit next to the same or opposite gender. The opportunity
for self management that teachers at Westerford and St Mary`s schools offered seemed to
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encourage not only positive teacher relations, but contributed to the emotional wellbeing
of the participants in this study.
While the three schools in this study seem to have different strengths in the
creation of their individual social contexts, the participants’ descriptions indicated
outcomes that they perceived as important in the creation of an optimal social context.
Despite staff at all three schools having attended at least one workshop in the area of
gifted education, not all teachers appeared clear about how to cater to this population of
students. For example, undifferentiated work was presented to the majority of classes,
and all students at Bishop College were expected to work at the same pace. This finding
goes against previous research, which has suggested that teachers are able to cater to their
gifted students` needs much more successfully after receiving training in this area (Reis
& Westberg, 1994). It may be that teachers at Bishop College were unsuccessful in this
area, as the ethos of the school was one that seemed to encourage athletic over academic
achievement. Another factor that may have contributed to this result was the view
expressed by the school’s gifted co-ordinator that some staff believed that the school’s
weekly pull-out programs addressed all their gifted students’ needs.
The majority of participants in this study also stressed the importance of strong
social and emotional support systems in the school, as they believed it impacted both
teacher-student and student-peer relations, as well as their feelings of security in the
school environment. Finally each participant’s sense of autonomy, or the lack of it, in
school environments was seen as crucial, as it involved their perceptions of academic
choice, which in turn impacted their motivational levels and perceptions of self
management. The findings of this study suggested that schools that want to create optimal
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social contexts should ensure that they have considered these outcomes carefully, as they
were strongly associated with positive social context by the participants in this study.
Question Two: Do gifted girls and boys experience the social context of schools that
provide them with extension classes differently?
Male and female participants generally had differing perceptions of the social
contexts of their schools. They described their schools’ discipline systems, relationships
with teachers, as well as peers, grading, extra-curricular activities and school induced
stressors, differently. This may have been influenced to a large degree by societal and
parental beliefs as well as the gender contexts of their schools. While previous gender
research has suggested that schools have different gender contexts that influence the
feminisation or masculinisation of their students, the author could find no research about
the impact that social context of the schools may have on the female and male students’
social and emotional experiences (Brutstaert, 2006; Swain, 2005).
One of the main differences between the two genders was in relation to peer
interaction and friendship expectations in the school environment. Despite both male and
female participants sharing many similar characteristics in terms of what they looked for
in a friend, the girls generally sought additional traits, such as understanding, honesty,
responsibility, patience and concern, with ‘inner rather than outer beauty.’ The male
participants, on the other hand, were united in their perceptions that their friends should
be able to play sports and generally looked for friends who shared their play interests.
Indeed, the finding that the female participants were looking for friends with whom they
could communicate whereas the male participants were generally seeking a group that
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shared their interests, has been largely supported by previous gender research (Kindlon &
Thompson, 2000; Smith, 2007).
Types of preferred communication were also generally differentiated by gender,
with several of the Bishop College pupils describing how they preferred light and
humorous conversation, whereas at both St Mary`s and Westerford school, many of the
female participants sought friends with whom they could share their innermost thoughts.
Indeed, female participants at Westerford School perceived that their male peers
communicated differently from the girls in their class. They described how, at break time,
their male peers generally spoke to the group rather than to an individual boy. They also
believed that the fast-paced sports games that most of their male peers were involved
with at break were not conducive to intimate conversation. Both the St Mary`s and
Westerford female participants perceived the group circle, where everyone was seated
and faced each other, was the most effective way for friends to communicate.
Several of the Westerford female participants believed that the different
communication styles of the genders were a sign that their male counterparts had poor
communication skills. This perception was reinforced by their observations that many of
their male peers sat far apart from each other and did not maintain eye contact when they
spoke to each other. For instance, one of the female participants humorously described
how the boys were more concerned about looking at their lunch time sandwiches than
maintaining eye contact when conversing with peers. The finding that males and females
generally have disparate communication preferences and body language correlates with
previous gender research. For example, Tannen (2007) found that the body language of
primary age girls had more in common with 25 year old women than their same-aged
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male peers. She perceived that primary school girls generally choose to sit close together
and look directly at each other, whereas boys generally preferred to sit parallel or at
angles to each other never looking directly at the person with whom they were
communicating.
Several of the female participants at Westerford School who enjoyed
interconnected relationships with the boys in their class generally believed that their male
peers did not only communicate differently, but sought disparate types of emotional
attachments with their friends. They formed this perception after noticing that while the
boys enjoyed playing sports games at school, they did not plan social activities together
for the weekend. They theorized this indicated that their friendships were not as strong as
were their female counterparts. Several boys at both Westerford School and Bishop
College, however, described how they never bothered to make weekend arrangements as
they knew they were going to meet up with friends at their weekend sports games.
Apparently the female participants could not rely on a weekend social network, as
they had varied extra curricular activities and could not be sure of meeting up with school
friends at this time. The female participants at both St Mary`s and Westerford schools
were also far more concerned about being separated from friends due to class
reorganisation at the beginning of the school year than were their male counterparts.
While the males generally experienced class rearrangement positively, some of the
females appeared to have difficulty maintaining previous friendships while endeavouring
to forge new ones. This may have been because of different gender friendship
expectations that were described by many of the participants in this study. For example,
female participants at St Mary`s school perceived that when girls were close friends, they
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were expected to do everything together and that group members would be hurt if a girl
chose to sit elsewhere at break. One of the female participants at St Mary`s school had
gone as far as timetabling her seating arrangements in an effort not to offend
longstanding and new friends. Whilst the majority of female participants at Westerford
School described a playground group structure that was far more open than the other two
schools, they were also upset about being separated from their peers in the mixed-ability
grouped class due to their current opportunity class placement.
The female participants at the single-gender school appeared to be more aligned
with the males at the single-gender school in the structure of their playground groups,
which seemed far more rigid than the ones formed at the co-educational school. The
single-gender schools’ participants also mirrored each other in the labelling of their
playground groups. For example, at Bishop College, they were labelled according to the
type of sports they played, and at St Mary`s school according to their playground interest,
which often centred around communication preferences or choice of play. Group
allegiance affected status on the playground at both schools; boys and girls differed in
their perceptions of which peers made up the popular group. The Bishop College
participants perceived that the athletic boys were popular, whereas the St Mary`s school
participants generally believed that the girls who were overly interested in their physical
appearance held sway on their playground. While many different types of female
identities appeared to be accepted on the St Mary`s playground such as the active
tomboys and girly girls interested in fashion, members of the latter, were clearly trying to
influence their peers to look and behave in stereotypically female ways. Group labels and
stereotypical gender expectations were not referred to by any of the Westerford School
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opportunity class participants. Indeed the perception that students were not pigeon holed
was described by participants new to the school, as one of the school’s most admirable
characteristics.
Despite the similarity in group structure at both the single-gender schools,
observations suggested that the male and female participants had very different play
interests. The girls at St Mary`s school were organised into small groups, with the Year 6
girls being largely sedate and the younger girls either following suit or taking part in
games such as imaginative play or duck, duck, goose. The only active games observed or
described as taking place on the St Mary`s playground were tips or play at the adventure
playground. Play at the adventure playground was tightly scheduled in order to allow one
year group there per day. Students on the Bishop College playground differed from the
girls at St Mary`s school, in that they were all generally active. Several fast paced sports
games took place at the same time and boys were constantly on the move, running in all
different directions. The Westerford school playground stood out from both these
playgrounds, as students at this school were observed to be involved in more mixed play,
with some students seated together and others playing soccer or wall ball.
While the male participants at Westerford School seemed to prefer to spend most
of their break time, like their Bishop College counterparts, playing sports, there were
differences in group make-up and behaviour. For example, while the male participants at
Bishop College strongly adhered to the ‘macho culture’ and generally perceived that nonsporty boys would not be well received on the playground, the Westerford School boys
said that they blended in pretty well. This may have been due to the fact that sports games
were generally open to students of different ages and athletic capabilities, whereas at
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Bishop College they were generally hierarchical and organised by ability and age. The
hierarchical nature of sports groups at Bishop College may have been influenced by the
way compulsory sports were organised by staff at the school. All Bishop College boys
were assigned not only to different teams for a particular sport depending on their level of
play, but organised into particular sports as well. For example, the more able athletic
boys were perceived to be more likely to find a place on the rugby team, whereas the less
athletic boys seemed more likely to be assigned to the softball team. The prestige
allocated to athletic boys and their sporting achievements at Bishop College may have led
to only one type of male identity being accepted by the boys at this school. For example,
academic boys were apparently not seen as part of this macho culture construction, as
male participants described how they had to ensure they displayed their athletic ability
before their academic ability or risk rejection by the group. None of the Westerford
school male participants described this type of gender culture existing at his school, and
instead described several different male identities as being accepted by his male peers.
This may have been due to Westerford school not appearing as a school that was
dominated by a social landscape that prized sports above all else, as the school had a
strong intellectual and cultural ethos.
The male participants at Westerford School seemed not only to welcome less
athletic boys into their games, but also to be happy to accept female players. Indeed,
several of the male participants described how talented some of the female soccer players
were, and openly supported their bid to gain access into the school’s soccer team,
perceiving they would strengthen the team. The fact that playground groups were
generally made up of girls and boys at Westerford School may have contributed towards
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the flexible gender expectations of students at this school. These participants apparently
were not only comfortable playing together, but also were happy to work together. This
finding is not consistent with previous research, which has found that primary school
students preferred to work and play together in single-gender groups (Maccoby, 1990).
Schools have been seen in the research literature as largely social institutions that
are able to reinforce or reshape societal gender definitions (Lee, Marks & Beard, 1994).
Gender messages communicated by teachers may have inadvertently reinforced or broken
down certain gender stereotypical roles and assumptions in the three school
environments. For example, Westerford School staff generally did not seem to accept the
traditional male stereotype that all boys liked to play sports and offered boys other lunch
time pursuits such as spending time in the computer room, library or robotic club. They
also encouraged their male students not only to take part in sporting events, but outside of
school academic and creative writing competitions as well. This multi-dimensional
perception of students’ talents and interests may have fostered the positive attitude held
towards both the non-athletic boys and females by male participants at this school. It was
clear through conversations with teachers at Westerford School that the traditional male
stereotype that boys are more prone to aggression than girls, was not accepted by
Westerford School staff. The school’s deputy principal described how the school had
worked hard to provide overlapping systems that taught students to manage their
aggression and solve problems without resorting to fist fights. One of the male
participants at Westerford School described how the school’s non-aggression policy was
further reinforced by high school students. He recounted how these students taught
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strategies to the younger boys when called in (usually by a younger brother) to solve
arguments that had escalated out of hand.
Fist fights at Bishop College, on the other hand, were generally perceived by staff
as due to an abundance of testosterone and seen as part of playground life. Some of the
male staff at this school were also observed to engage in a type of playful yet slightly
abusive humour with their students, which gender research has suggested may reinforce
the traditional male identity (Kehily & Nayak, 1997). For example, when one of the boys
referred to the lawnmower disturbing his concentration, the teacher responded, You are
disturbing, but we survive. Later in the lesson the teacher once again reinforced
traditional male identity by making demeaning remarks regarding women. For example,
when discussing what would happen if one’s birthday fell a leap year, one of the boys
remarked that a woman in his mother’s office held this birth date. The teacher responded
with whether she looked as young as her leap year date or as old as a forty year old. The
boy responded by making a derogatory comment about the woman’s appearance, which
went undisciplined by the class teacher. Once again the majority of boys appreciated this
jest and burst into laughter. As these comments were said in front of a female researcher
it seems that a stereotypical female perception was accepted as the norm in this
classroom. This type of humour was observed to be parodied by the boys themselves in
an effort to subordinate peers who appeared not to conform to their perceptions of
masculinity. For example, in the Year 5 class, a boy working on his English paper was
derided as being gay, by peers at his classroom table.
Unlike the use of sarcasm or stereotypical gender presentations, boorish humour
was observed to be unacceptable to staff at Bishop College, but seemed to be used by
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boys to improve their status in their peer group. For example, one boy called out in a
Year 6 classroom that the volcano demonstrated on a class video looked like it was
pissing, which was met with a stern rebuke from his teacher, but appreciative laughter
from his peers. The use of humour to consolidate heterogenderual masculine identity was
not observed or described by any of the Westerford School male participants. This may
be due to their school culture apparently being more accepting of non-traditional male
identities and therefore did not promote the heterogenderual hierarchies that were both
observed and described as existing at Bishop College.
The acceptance or rejection of gender biased societal myths by school staff was
seen not only to impact the male participants’ experiences of their school social context,
but also female participants’ experiences. For example, while St Mary`s school staff
generally made a conscious effort in their classroom instruction to break free from the
traditional female stereotype of girls not being capable in mathematics and the sciences,
they may have unwittingly supported it in other subject areas. For example, while
learning to play an instrument was mandatory at the school, playing sports was not. Three
of the female participants at St Mary`s school who played sports at a high level belonged
to outside clubs and did not play for the school, as they generally perceived that they
would not receive an advanced level of training in the school’s sports program. It is
interesting to note how lack of a compulsory sports program may have affected
playground games, as not one ball game was observed on the St Mary`s school
playground despite several visits to the school. The female participants at St Mary`s
school contrasted sharply with the Westerford school female participants in this area, as
the latter took part in school sports teams and generally took a more active role in several
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different types of organised sports games at break. There was also an abundance of
traditionally feminine creative art activities and clubs open to the girls at St Mary`s
school, but no activities available that have traditionally been associated with males. For
instance, the female participants at Westerford School were able to attend a woodwork
class or join the robotic club.
The findings for St Mary`s and Westerford schools suggest that the notion that
single-gender schools for girls offer a more contemporary female identity than
coeducational schools may be oversimplified. Research carried out by Lee et al (1994)
suggests that there may be two very different groups of parents who opt to send their
daughters to this type of school setting. One is made up of elite parents, who expect
traditional stereotypes to be reinforced, and the other is made up of contemporary parents
who perceive that the single-gender school will afford their daughters a non-traditional
feminine identity, affording them more opportunities in the modern day workplace. These
different parental expectations may explain why St Mary`s school appeared to send two
very different kinds of gender messages to their students. For example, on the one hand
they promoted an advanced maths and physics curriculum (stereotypically male subjects),
and on the other, did not expect them to want to participate or to succeed in sports,
advancing an arts curriculum instead.
While the female participants were presented with different gender messages in
some areas and played disparate playground games they were generally united in their
perception of stressful events in the school environment. Research into the behavioural
patterns of gifted girls and boys has suggested that gifted girls may experience more
stressors in the school environment due to internalised cultural beliefs and societal
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expectations (Silverman, 2000). For example, characteristics that have traditionally been
encouraged in boys, such as independence, confidence and competence, have been linked
with positive stress management in previous research (Luscombe & Riley, 2001). Despite
the efforts of staff at Westerford School, and to a certain extent at St Mary`s school, to
dispel traditional female myths, the girls probably were still aware of societal messages
that expected females to be sensitive, gentle, helpful and to cater to the needs of others
before themselves. While not all the gifted girls in this study appeared to follow this
traditional female role, many were found to demonstrate some of these characteristics. It
is interesting to note that the female participants who seemed least to follow this
traditional female role, and instead mirrored the male participants in many of their
perceptions, were the least likely to describe school events as stressful.
One of the main sources of stress described by many female participants in this
study was lack of time to complete homework and class projects, due in many cases to a
heavily scheduled, after school program. Indeed, the female participants’ list of extracurricular activities was generally far longer and more varied than that of most of the
male participants in this study. These girls perceived that when they finally arrived home,
homework took away time that they would have preferred to spend with family and
friends. The female participants in this study also generally differed from their male
counterparts in that they seemed to be more adversely affected by the high expectations
of others. While the male participants, particularly at Westerford school, said they
believed that important others in the school environment held high academic and
sometimes social expectations of them, it did not seem to cause them as much anxiety as
it did their female counterparts. The socialisation of girls may also have played a part in
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this finding, as gender research has suggested girls are generally sensitive to the needs of
others and conditioned to put others first (Kerr, 1996). The socialisation process of
females therefore may have led several of the girls to perceive that in order to please
important others, in both their school and home environment, high grades needed to be
achieved consistently. This aspect of female socialisation may also have impacted the
perfectionistic tendencies of three of the female participants in this study who appeared to
be engaged in negative perfectionistic exercises, such as rechecking work several times,
and who seemed overly anxious about making mistakes in their school work. It is
interesting to note that none of the male participants in this study engaged in these types
of perfectionistic activities.
Female and male participants were also found in this study to use different social
coping strategies. The majority of male participants described how playing sport was
important to them as it connected them to their peers, whereas the female participants
reported being more concerned with meeting the expectations of their group. This meant
that the female participants were much more concerned about not standing out as girls
who were different from the rest of the group. While this finding correlates with previous
research (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Swiatek, 2002) on the types of social coping strategies
employed by older academically advanced students in the school environment to manage
their gifted identity, it differs in that these strategies were not found to be operating at the
primary school level. The available social group seems to have influenced the type of
social coping strategies used by the female participants. For example, one girl at
Westerford School described how she changed her language to be the same when
speaking to her peers in the mixed-ability grouped class, but inflated grades that she did
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not think were acceptable when communicating with her opportunity class classmates. It
is important to note that potentially debilitating traits such as negative coping strategies
and perfectionism did not appear to affect all the female participants in this study.
Indeed, some of the female participants were more aligned with the male participants in
their descriptions than with their female counterparts. For example, one of the female
Westerford participants perceived that everyone had their academic strength in the
opportunity class and therefore one could not expect to perform well in every subject.
The female participants at Westerford described several stressors that were
generally not described by the other participants in this study. These stressors concerned
loss of ranking, class competition, teacher feedback, assessment of academic ability and
school discipline. While the female participants and male participants at Westerford
School generally perceived their discipline systems as fair, several of the Westerford
School girls appeared to be upset about the introduction of ‘The Redbook’. These female
participants described how the procedure of recording their misdemeanours in this book,
no matter how trivial, had negatively impacted their self confidence, whereas several of
the boys believed it maintained order at the school. Indeed the majority of male
participants that were new to the school perceived this form of discipline was far less
severe than they had experienced at previous schools, as students were able to explain
why they had broken a school rule and come up with a solution rather than an automatic
detention. The St Mary`s school participants did not refer to the use of any type of
formal disciplinary code. Instead they described how students worked with their teachers
to find solutions to problems that took place on the playground and in classrooms. This
finding is in keeping with teacher-student interaction at St Mary`s school, in which the
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teacher was generally seen as a facilitator rather than an authoritarian figure. These
participants perceived that their teachers trusted them to make the right decisions and
they therefore went out of their way to do the right thing. This type of co-operative style
of discipline, in which communication and trust worked hand in hand, seems to have
suited the female participants in this study.
While both the female and male participants at Westerford School perceived that
they received more teacher attention than they had in previous classrooms and that their
academic strengths had been recognised in the small opportunity class, they generally
differed in their perceptions of teacher feedback. While the male participants perceived
their classroom teacher’s feedback was generally helpful and clear, some of the female
participants believed that it concentrated on the negative rather than the positive aspects
of their school work. The female participants also believed that marked work gave no
indication of where they went wrong or how they should go about correcting it. They
were also more concerned about class ranking than their male peers. This finding may be
related to two factors that gender research has suggested about girls in the school
environment. The first factor is that females may be socialised to underestimate their
abilities and therefore tend to be more concerned about whether their grades and ranking
demonstrated that they are capable of coping with the advanced academic program
offered in the opportunity classroom (Hollinger, 1995). The second factor is that gender
research has suggested that females are more concerned than males about conforming to
group expectations and therefore tend not to want to perform below or above the class
average (Kerr & Cohn, 2001; Silverman, 2000). This factor may have been further
aggravated in the opportunity classroom in which grades were openly displayed for all
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classmates to see. The male participants generally were not anxious about maintaining
high ranking and perceived that their placement in the opportunity class meant that their
academic abilities had been recognised by school staff. For example, one of the male
participants described how he was never concerned about ranking as his opportunity class
placement meant that he had been recognised as one of the top 13 students of his Year
group, which consisted of more than 50 children.
Statements of female participants at Westerford School also were consistent with
previous gender research which suggested that females generally do not enjoy a
competitive environment, preferring instead to cooperate as a group (Kerr & Foley
Nicpon, 2003). The St Mary`s participants, however, did not adhere to this traditional
gender role, as their descriptions were more closely aligned to the male participants in
this area. For example, they described enjoying friendly competition in the classroom, as
well as school clubs such as the debating and chess clubs. Class competition was
observed to be encouraged by staff at St Mary`s school in the maths program in which
students competed in groups to be the first to solve the set maths problem. The
atmosphere in the classroom was friendly with girls talking and working together with
their partners and congratulating teams who got the correct answer to a question first.
This unusual finding at St Mary`s school may have been partially due to the flexibility of
its extension program, as students were regularly tested and placed with like-ability peers
as topics were introduced. This type of system did not exist at Westerford School.
Although all students were presented with an advanced curriculum daily they were all
taught the same work and class make-up generally did not move to another class during
the year. The fact that female participants at this school were not ability-grouped within
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the opportunity class may have discouraged them to compete in areas in which they
believed their class peers were more proficient. Another reason for this result could be
that the teacher observed in the St Mary`s school maths class seemed to have taken into
consideration what gender research has suggested to be the work preferences of girls by
organising them to compete in groups rather than individually (Kerr, 1996; Kerr & Foley
Nicpon, 2003; Siegle & Reis, 1998).It should be noted, however, that these girls spent the
majority of their school day in the mixed ability classroom so generally would not have
experienced the same amount of academic competition faced by the female counterparts
at Westerford School.
The St Mary`s school participants also mirrored the Westerford male participants
rather than the female participants, in terms of teacher relations. They generally believed
that the teachers at their school understood gifted children and were sensitive to their
needs. Three of the female participants at Westerford school, however, perceived that
while their opportunity class teachers were better at understanding their academic needs
they were not as motherly or understanding as the other teachers in the school. Once
again the Westerford school female participants, who tended to align throughout this
study with the male participants, differed from this perception by describing that the
opportunity class teachers’ years of experience had trained them to understand
academically advanced children both socially and emotionally.
The gender cultures of the three schools in this study were found likely to impact
the male and female participants’ perceptions of the social contexts of their schools.
Participant gender identities were seen to be influenced by the school’s adoption or
rejection of traditional gender roles and stereotypes. The social contexts of the single-
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gender schools seemed to have reinforced certain traditional gender stereotypes more
strongly than the co-educational school in this study. For example, culturally orientated
activities were encouraged at the girls’ school while athletic interests were promoted at
the boys’ school.
Question Three: What are the social and emotional outcomes of these types of school
environments and how do they relate to the gifted children’s experience of being gifted in
a school that actively seeks to cater to their atypical academic needs?
Little previous research has been carried out on the social and emotional
outcomes produced by the various types of extension programs offered by schools, with
the exception of levels of motivation and self concept. These two aspects alone, however,
cannot give us a full understanding of how the social and emotional development of
gifted children has been impacted by specialised school programs.
The social and emotional outcomes at the three schools in this study differed
greatly from each other, despite the fact that the staff at all three schools perceived that
they were effectively catering for the needs of their gifted student populations. The types
of coping resources and extension programs provided by the school seem to have played
a pivotal role in the types of social and emotional outcomes they created. The influence
of teachers on participants’ sense of how a gifted child should behave at school, as well
as the social context that they endeavoured to create in their classrooms, also seemed to
have a powerful effect on the social and emotional outcomes experienced by the
participants in this study. For example, attitude to school was influenced by participants’
experience of academic challenge and labelling, and their perceptions of the acceptance
or rejection of gifted students in the school environment. It is important to note that all
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the participants in this study enjoyed the time they spent in their schools’ extension
programs and none of them wished to return full time to the regular classroom.
The Westerford School participants, however, stood out as being the most positive
in their descriptions of their school day. These students, unlike their Bishop College and
St Mary`s counterparts, were grouped with like-ability peers for the majority of their
school day and their teachers were trained in gifted education. Indeed, many of these
participants believed that the most positive aspect of their opportunity class placement
was the daily opportunity it afforded them to receive challenging academic work
delivered at a fast pace. Participants generally perceived that change of program had
meant that they could accomplish more academically and that their interest in classintroduced topics had increased. These participants not only described the opportunities
to encounter more challenging curriculum than the other participants in this study, but
also how they had the opportunities to participate in out of school competitions aimed at
the academically advanced students such as the Tournament of the Minds, Maths
Olympiads and the Future Problem solving competition. In addition, small class size was
also referred to by the Westerford participants as a motivator, as they believed it allowed
their teachers to not only give them more individual class attention, but also allowed the
teacher to recognise their individual strengths. Many participants new to the school
appeared to have experienced large class sizes at their previous schools where teachers
had needed to spend more time with children with problems than their academically
advanced students. This finding resonates with previous research that found gifted
students were unlikely to have their academic needs met in regular classrooms (Reis
&Westberg, 1994; Westberg, Archambault & Brown, 1997; Winebrenner, 1999, 2001).
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Despite the fact that all of these participants said they enjoyed the challenging
academic program offered to them in the opportunity classroom, the majority wished for
more daily contact with their mixed-ability grouped peers. Although they enjoyed being
with students who understood and were like them, they missed contact with other
students with whom they had long-standing friendships or had shared interests with such
as a love of soccer or dancing. This finding differs from much research on friendship,
which has suggested that gifted children are more likely to make friends with like-ability
peers and therefore have their social needs met in the opportunity classroom (Gross,
1989, 1998b; Silverman, 2000). Indeed only two out of the 28 participants in this study
mentioned intelligence as a friendship criterion, although shared interests and the ability
to communicate well together were two commonly sought traits that correspond to this
theme. The female participants at both St Mary`s and Westerford school, however, went
out of their way to stress that academic ability was an unimportant criterion and that
personality rather than academic qualities were sought. While the Westerford participants
sought more social time with their mixed-ability grouped peers, they appreciated the time
they had with like-ability peers in the opportunity classroom engaged in academic
pursuits, as they perceived they were able to learn a lot from each other and were more
comfortable sharing their ideas in the opportunity classroom. Staff at Westerford School
had attempted to offer their opportunity class students the benefits of integrating socially
with the mixed-ability grouped classroom, by mixing the classes together for nonacademic subjects such as drama, physical education, and art. Whilst the Westerford
school participants generally were positive about this system, several of the Year 6
participants perceived that this type of interaction did not occur as frequently in Year 6,
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whereas some of the Year 5 participants were upset that it was done alphabetically, which
meant long-standing friendships were often ignored. The Bishop College and St Mary`s
participants did not share this experience, as they spent most of their school day in
mixed-ability grouped classrooms.
While the Bishop College participants generally were more similar to the
Westerford School male participants in their friendship preferences than their female
counterparts at St Mary`s or Westerford School, they differed in that they sought friends
who would include them in playground games and that would not resort to aggressive
behaviour. The concern that friends should include them in games and not resort to
aggression was not voiced by participants at the other schools in this study.
The Bishop College participants also had disparate experiences of academic
challenge in their school day. This was partly due to the lack of a cohesive school-wide
gifted policy. For example, the majority of Bishop College participants described how
their teachers would only allow extension work to be done when regular class work was
completed. Lack of time given for extension work also affected the participants’
completion of their passion projects, which they described as projects organised by the
gifted education co-ordinator, in which they could explore a topic that interested them.
While all the Bishop College participants clearly enjoyed the opportunities to explore and
write about a topic of their choice, several felt frustrated that they were not given time to
work on their projects during the school day. Indeed, even though the gifted education
co-ordinator advertised the school as providing a differentiated curriculum to its gifted
student population, she conceded in the interview that despite the fact that she supplied
many of the extension students with work to replace their regular classroom work in
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English and mathematics, it was usually ignored by the classroom teachers. She
perceived this occurred as the school staff lacked knowledge of gifted education and were
quite proprietorial about their students.
The school’s negative attitude towards full grade acceleration also impacted gifted
students at Bishop College. For example, despite one participant performing
academically at Year 9 and 10 levels, he was expected to complete most of his school day
in the Year 6 classroom. This attitude towards acceleration, however, did not apply to the
sporting or music arena, as Jesse in Year 6 was able to play cricket with boys a year older
and Shugilu in Year 5 sang with the senior school choir. While all the participants at
Bishop College clearly took great pleasure in participating in the school’s extension
program, gifted students did not all enjoy the same extension opportunities. Indeed,
participants described a gifted program that seemed quite disorganised. For example,
while some grades had extension classes commence promptly in the first term, others had
to wait until mid-year to attend an extension class. Participants were also confused about
why some extension classes they had enjoyed the previous year, such as advanced
science, were no longer continuing in the following year. The school’s entrance
requirements for the extension program also made life difficult for some gifted students at
Bishop College, as entrance criteria were somewhat limited. For example, students with
an IQ score under 140 were not considered gifted by the gifted co-ordinator. The
school’s choice of extension program, as well as its gifted policy, clearly affected the
amount of time that advanced students experienced academic challenge, which may have
affected outcomes such as boredom, demotivation and attitude to school. For instance, the
Year 5 participants who did not have as many extension options as the Year 4 or Year 6
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students at Bishop College appeared to suffer the most psychological distress due to lack
of academic challenge. Participants in this classroom described how they had to
experience many hours of boredom, repeating work several times they already knew, and
waiting for peers to catch up. This result adheres to research carried out by Hoekman,
McCormick, and Gross (1999) who perceived that academically gifted students were
likely to experience higher stress levels when offered an unchallenging curriculum than
gifted students that were offered a challenging curriculum. Teachers’ classroom grouping
arrangements also seemed to play a significant role in the Bishop College participants’
experience of challenge. The Year 4 participants, who were ability grouped for each
subject by their class teacher, described their classroom experiences far more positively
than participants not placed in these types of groups.
The St Mary`s participants generally described their school as offering a
challenging extension curriculum, particularly in the Maths Pathways program.
Participants generally perceived that classroom teachers made a concerted effort to offer
extension activities in the classroom. Participants from both St Mary`s school and Bishop
College perceived that while the extension work offered to them was more complex, it
was not individually differentiated. Previous research has indicated that when gifted
children are perceived as a group, they are unlikely to have their individual strengths
acknowledged or developed (Borland, 1997). Even though the Westerford School
participants who were placed in the opportunity classroom did not have an individually
differentiated curriculum they believed they were offered an advanced curriculum and
generally worked at their ability level throughout the day. On a more positive note, many
of the St Mary`s participants believed that their teachers understood them not only
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academically, but also socially and emotionally. Indeed these participants were far more
aware of their affective needs than other participants in this study. For example, many of
these participants described how they participated in a particular extra-curricular activity
as they found that it acted as a stress release. They also described how they had become
aware of their learning styles and had been taught how to set goals by their classroom
teachers.
Labelling by peers was also linked in this study to program type. The St Mary`s
school participants, who were part of a very flexible extension program, seemed to be the
least affected by the labelling process. Many of these participants perceived the constant
change of class make-up in extension groups had led to no single group of students being
labelled as different academically to peers. The Bishop College participants generally
believed that their peers were aware of their leaving the classroom for pull-out classes
and recognised them as being the smart kids. Most of these participants, however, were
confident that they had sufficiently linked themselves with the school’s athletic culture
and therefore were unlikely to be labelled in a negative manner. The use of this type of
coping strategy by academically advanced boys is consistent with previous research on
boy culture (Hébert, 2004; Kerr & Cohen, 2001; Smith, 2007) and has been further
expanded through Research Question 2.
The Westerford participants were generally the most aware of the effects of
labelling by both their peers and teachers in the school environment. The majority of
these participants perceived that it generally only extended to the academic realm and did
not interfere with their social interactions on the playground. Academically many of these
participants believed that labelling had led to higher expectations being placed on them
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by teachers, peers and, in some cases parents. For example, it was generally believed that
as members of the opportunity class, they would achieve higher grades in class and
outside school tests (such as those administered by universities), complete academic work
at a much faster rate, effectively lead mixed-ability grouped project groups, ask the most
intelligent questions on school outings, as well as, in some cases, behave in a more
socially mature manner on the playground. These effects were perceived both negatively
and positively by participants. For example, whilst some of the male participants
experienced heightened academic expectations by their teacher as a motivator, some
females said they found it stressful, which in turn may have increased their fear of failure.
For example one of the male participants new to the opportunity class described how he
was determined to work to the best of his ability so that he could match his past academic
achievements in the classroom. A female participant on the other hand described how she
wished she could be team taught and offered an advanced curriculum within the mixed
ability classroom so that she could avoid the competition and grade expectations that she
perceived existed in the opportunity classroom.
Many Westerford participants perceived peer expectations entailed the belief that
they would be academically successful, which meant that when grouped with mixedability grouped peers they were listened to and respected academically. They also
believed that they were at times taken advantage of by these same peers and left with all
the work. Whilst some of the female participants expressed their desire to be helpful in
these types of group situations, several male participants had engaged strategies, whereby
they were willing to help if they truly believed their fellow peers found the work difficult,
but if not would leave some of the workload to group members. Peer pressure at
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Westerford School was found not to be experienced in relations with students in the
mixed-ability grouped class alone, but found to exist amongst some of the opportunity
class members as well. For example, some female participants said they felt pressured to
attain high grades in order to fit in better with their peers and used coping strategies to
hide poor results. This included pretending to forget a grade if asked for the result of a
test in which they believed they had performed badly, and if further pressured, making up
a ‘respectable’ grade as a response. The male participants at Westerford School did not
appear to share this experience and as a group were not negatively impacted by loss of
class ranking. In fact, some male participants perceived that they were now under less
peer pressure, as they were no longer expected to achieve the top score. Others believed it
had motivated them in a positive way to work to the best of their ability. They reported
generally being concerned about not being seen as the weakest students academically, as
they believed that this would make them feel that they did not belong in the school’s
academically-advanced opportunity class. There have not been many studies carried out
about the impact of program type on environmental expectation or evaluative anxiety.
The few studies that have addressed these affective concerns at the primary level have not
appeared to note gender differences in these areas (Swiatek, 2002; Zeidner & Schleyer,
1999). This may be because these studies utilised quantitative methods, whereas this
qualitative study was able to follow up on individual concerns.
The way teachers dealt with class grades at all three schools seems to have
influenced students’ perceptions in this area. Participants were generally found to be
more extrinsically motivated in classrooms in which grades were displayed around the
room and where students were expected to call them out for the record. For example, the
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Westerford School Year 6 opportunity class teachers’ practice of publicly admonishing
students who achieved a C grade, for not performing at an opportunity class standard,
resulted in increased grade-orientated perceptions in this classroom. This classroom was
also found to be more academically competitive than the other classrooms at Westerford
School. Female participants in this classroom also generally perceived that while their
classroom teacher was interesting and understood them academically, she did not
understand or cater for their affective concerns as effectively as the mixed ability class
teachers. Bishop College participants were also found to be more aware of peers’ grades
when they were placed in classrooms where they were expected to call grades out to their
classroom teacher. Participants were generally found to be more intrinsically motivated in
classrooms in which grades were not openly discussed and where gifted students’
affective concerns were dealt with on an ongoing basis by the classroom teachers. For
example, one of the female participants at Westerford School described how her teacher
had calmed the new Year 5 opportunity class by telling students that they were not alone
in fearing that their classmates were cleverer than they were, as the majority of their peers
would be feeling the same way. She went on to encourage her students throughout the
year to be more concerned about their own academic growth rather than compare their
grades to their classmates. The different attitudes towards grade orientation in the Year 5
and 6 opportunity classes demonstrates the power a class teacher may have to impact
students` attitudes towards grading, as well as the competitive climate of their
classrooms.
Participants at St Mary`s School and Bishop College seemed to be generally not
as aware or concerned about class ranking or their grades, as their Westerford School
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counterparts. The St Mary`s participants generally described friendly competition taking
place amongst friends, both in the classroom and in the various clubs such as the debating
or chess clubs. Their perceptions probably differed from the Westerford School
participants’ experiences, as their extension system seemed very flexible and therefore
they were not as concerned about losing their places in the extension class. Overall levels
of anxiety in this study seemed to be highest in the opportunity classroom at Westerford
School. This finding correlates with previous research on opportunity class environments
(Adam-Buyers et al, 2004; Zeidner & Schleyer, 1999). As has already been indicated,
much of the stress experienced by these participants concerned grade levels and loss of
ranking which were all influenced by their class teacher expectations. For example, not
only did some of their teachers expect academically gifted students to achieve high
grades, but they also seemed to perceive that they did not require the same attention to
affective development as was given to other students in the school. This was illustrated
by the fact that participants in the opportunity class described how they had often missed
their Bounce Back classes in order to complete their academic program.
While Bishop College participants generally did not face the high expectations for
academic success experienced by Westerford School participants, several were expected
to perform at a very high level in the sporting arena. For example, Xiau, who was a State
cricketer, recognised that while his sporting ability had allowed him access to several
playground groups, it came at a price. He was expected to perform well at all school
cricket games. While none of the St Mary`s participants described experiencing any type
of teacher or peer pressure in the school-wide maths extension program, some
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participants placed in the Year 7 physics class believed the teacher’s expectations were
too high.
Participants at all three schools generally perceived that they had more homework
due to their placement in the school’s extension classes. This extra workload impacted
the female participants far more negatively than the male participants, as they said they
found it hard to balance homework, extra-curricular activities and social engagements.
Three of the participants in this study who were of Chinese origin were found to have
much more heavily scheduled afternoons than the other participants in this study. These
participants generally had to complete their school homework, practise several different
types of musical instruments, and in some cases complete parent-set homework as well.
Classroom teachers’ attitudes towards extension work were also found to influence
workload, with several Bishop College participants having to complete class work that
was missed during extension time as an extra homework activity.
While peer and teacher relations were described generally as being very different
at the three schools that took part in this study, the schools were observed to differ
visually as well. St Mary`s School appeared to make the most overt effort to provide its
students with a warm, welcoming school environment with floors and walls being painted
in bright colours and murals painted on each classroom door. Classrooms and corridors
at St Mary`s school were filled with neatly framed art, and school work that was clearly
marked with the students` names. Artwork hung from ribbons, fabric swags and wire
mobiles inside classrooms, and photographs of students were displayed in each
classroom. The students’ presence was clearly observable in each classroom at St Mary`s
school, whereas they were not as visible at the other two schools in the study. This
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finding could be partially related to gender, as most of the teachers were female at this
school and the arts were clearly supported. The Bishop College classroom walls were
devoid of any student work, but filled rather with charts such as grammar and safety rules
or a world map. The area of the school given the most attention at Bishop College was
the sports fields, which were very large and very well maintained. Classrooms at
Westerford School were spread apart, with students housed in portable classrooms and
buildings quite far apart from each other. While the opportunity classrooms had charts
and in one classroom marked work was displayed, the Year 4 classroom had artwork
pegged onto a piece of string across the ceiling and students’ poetry displayed on the
pinboards.
While security was a concern at all three schools, with an intercom and buzzer
system allowing only screened visitors to enter all three school grounds, it was clearly
more of an issue at Westerford School. The school had guards placed at the front who
checked visitors’ names with the office before allowing them to enter. Visitors were then
provided with a visitor’s tag and their time of entrance and departure recorded. Students
also had to speak with guards to gain entrance to the school and check with them at
departure. Barbed wire lined the school’s high, outside walls, which were dotted with
security cameras at several points. The participants’ social and emotional outcomes were
affected by this environment with several participants describing how they felt safe and
found it a bit exciting. Others, however, perceived that they were overprotected and
wondered why Jewish schools had to go to such lengths to protect their students. The
security measures separated these participants physically from the outside world, further
adding to their perception of their school’s opportunity class family-like environment,
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bound together by religious ties. Participants at both St Mary`s school and Bishop
College did not experience as strong connections to their religious identity as were
described by the Westerford School participants. Indeed several participants complained
about long, repetitive church services and some participants believed that their schools
should have a more open outlook towards other religious cultures, which they believed
should be incorporated into the biblical study program.
The amount of school space was also perceived differently by participants. The
Westerford School participants were most aware of lack of space. Some male
participants, at this school were very aware of having to share the corridors, locker rooms
and playground with the ‘bigger’ high school students. The females at this school seemed
to be more aware of space in a social context, as they described how they were able or
unable to meet up with friends in different year groups due to classroom location. The
participants at the single-gender school did not share their school space with high school
students and their classrooms were organised in the same building, so did not share the
Westerford School participants` perceptions in this area. Participants from both these
schools were aware, however, of the large playing fields and buildings, as well as
technological facilities that their schools offered.
Whilst academic extension provision was found to be an important variable in the
creation of positive social and emotional outcomes, it was experienced differently by the
participants at the three schools due to the disparate types of extension programs. The
type of extension program, for example, impacted not only the amount of time that
participants experienced challenges in their school day, but the time spent with likeability peers. Type of extension class was also found to impact the participants’
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experiences of friendship, labelling, competition, high expectation from important others
in the school environment and grade orientation. Other variables in the school
environment included the type of culture created at the school. For example, St Mary`s
and Westerford schools accepted and promoted academic achievement, whereas Bishop
College tended to value sporting accomplishments. The staff’s ability to cater to the
affective needs of their student populations, as well as to recognise the atypical needs of
their academically advanced student population were also found to be equally important.
For example, participants at St Mary`s school believed that their teachers understood
them both academically and emotionally. The school staff was also found to be
instrumental in creating a school space that was perceived by the participants to be
welcoming. For example, this included the way classrooms and playgrounds were
organised, the type of work that was displayed in classrooms and corridors, as well as
access to sporting and technological facilities. The author hopes that by highlighting both
the positive and negative social and emotional outcomes experienced by participants in
this study, we can become aware of how to create optimal social contexts in the school
environment.

FINDINGS AND TRANSFERABILITY OF STUDY
This study described the experiences of participants in three very different school
social contexts that endeavoured to meet the academic needs of their academically
advanced student population. Even so the consolidation of these findings with other
research in the field suggests that each school’s social context most probably played a
pivotal role in the talent development process. The findings also suggest that there are
specific social and emotional outcomes that are likely to perform a key role in the
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creation of an optimal social context for academically advanced students. All schools
could hopefully use the results of this study to help promote positive social context in
their schools. These outcomes could also be used as a guide to ascertain the type of social
context present in a school environment.
This phenomenological study has found that for the students in this study, gifted
extension programs did not guarantee optimal social contexts for the academically
advanced learners. While the experience of daily challenge was found to be instrumental
in these children’s perceptions of a positive school environment, type of program service
provided seemed to influence the amount of academic challenge these students received,
as well as time spent with like-ability peers. It follows, then, that the participants who
were placed in opportunity classrooms with like-ability peers and offered academic
challenge daily had the most positive attitude to school. Previous research has found that
positive attitude to school was associated with optimal social context (Zeidner &
Schleyer, 1999). Some of the opportunity class participants placed in the opportunity
classroom with like-ability peers, however, did have concerns about their lack of contact
with same-aged peers. There were also concerns in one school that some that of the social
and emotional skills taught through one school’s Bounce Back program had been
replaced by academic classes.
The establishment of formal social and emotional structures were found to be
imperative for all participants in this study and impacted several aspects of school life,
including relations with peers, student-teacher relations and individual well-being.
Schools that purposefully worked towards meeting the affective needs of their students
by introducing several different types of social and emotional support systems were
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arguably far more effective in creating a positive social context. Academically advanced
students at these schools appeared also more likely to be able to demonstrate their
academic ability without resorting to maladaptive types of social coping strategies. Peer
relations at these schools were not only found to be more accepting of diversity, but more
empathetic as well. For example, participants at St Mary`s and Westerford schools
described how it was unusual to see isolated peers on the playground, as other students
would approach and accommodate them into their groups. On the other hand one of the
most common social concerns described by the Bishop College participants was to find
friends who would include them in playground games and not leave them isolated on the
playground.
The findings for this study also demonstrate the importance of a collaborative
rather than a conservative social values oriented school for academically advanced
learners. A traditional school culture was seen in this study to retard the talent
development process by not fully accommodating the diverse needs of the student
population. For example, the expectation that the students should work silently on their
own at their desks at Bishop College prevented students from exchanging ideas.
Participants at St Mary`s and Westerford school, who were encouraged to work
collaboratively with like-ability peers, described being able to do this as an important
component of their learning. Schools in this study that did not follow an authoritarian
style of teaching were perceived to give students a certain amount of choice throughout
the school day. This seemed to result in participants perceiving that they had some of
control over their learning and experiences in the school environment. A recommendation
in practice suggested by this finding is that students are given choices in their curricula,
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as this seems to have impacted levels of motivation and sense of self management of
participants at these schools. For example, St Mary`s participants described several
choices that were open to them in their school day ranging from solving problematic
school issues such as student drop off to extension activities.
Whether a school was single-gender or co-educational seems to have impacted
several social and emotional outcomes in this study. For instance, students in the singlegender schools appeared to be more closely aligned in their perceptions of group structure
and labelling and were generally more likely to endorse stereotypical gender identities.
The traditional gender culture experienced at the single-gender schools seemed to have
been perpetuated in part by the gender messages of school staff. For example, one of the
male teachers at the single-gender boys’ school was observed reinforcing the
stereotypical heterogenderual masculine identity through humour in his classroom. On
the other hand the co-educational school staff seemed to have a more open perspective in
this area, with some teachers appearing to purposefully send gender-free messages in
their classrooms. Male participants at the co-educational school, for example, were
encouraged to accept males that did not adhere to the traditional, heterosexual male
identity. Schools could endeavour to create optimal social contexts by ensuring that they
monitored their gender cultures, their students’ affective development and the school
ethos.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The following suggestions to create positive social context in the school
environment are posited. First, gender committees could be established to ensure that the
students were not being presented with traditional gender behaviours during the school
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day. These committees could also address the diverse way the genders were found to
experience the extension classes in this study. For example many of the female
participants experienced stress due to their perception of high expectations placed on
them by important others in the school environment. Second, the findings of this study
may suggest the importance of the establishment of formal social and emotional
programs in the school. For example, the establishment of programs such as Bounce
Back, as well as the creation of programs that encourage cross-grade interaction, such as
lunch time clubs showed positive effects for gifted learners in this study. Reading
programs and buddy systems with different grades were also seen to encourage student
social integration. Third, schools need to be more aware of the mixed messages they send
their academically advanced students when, on the one hand, they encourage students to
work to their true potential, but on the other, do not recognise different ability levels,
learning styles or interests. This problem may be further exacerbated when schools
visually and verbally reward athletic accomplishments over academic successes.
Fourthly, schools need to give careful consideration about the amount of time gifted
students spend together during the school day, as none of the schools in this study seemed
to have found the ideal balance. For example even though the opportunity class
participants had the most positive attitude towards school they longed for greater contact
with their mixed ability classmates. Schools could answer this need by making
opportunity type classrooms more open and flexible with students from the mixed ability
classes that demonstrated high ability in core subject areas such as maths attending
opportunity class for these lessons. Further contact between the two classes could be
incorporated into the school day by mixing the students for lessons in the creative arts

313

lifeworld

and physical education. This study has demonstrated that teachers need to give careful
consideration to class lists in these types of lessons. For example several of the female
participants at Westerford School perceived that this type of lesson organisation had
failed at their school, as strong friendships that had existed before placement had been
ignored.
Finally, schools need to continue with staff training in the area of gifted
education as this study revealed that, although all teachers in this study had attended a
gifted education workshop, few had a good understanding of the gifted child’s academic
or social and emotional needs. For example, the majority of participants in this study
perceived that their academic needs in the school’s extension program were not always
met, as the work given was not differentiated. Individual students’ strengths and
weaknesses were therefore perceived to be sometimes ignored. Some participants also
believed that while their teachers endeavoured to meet their academic needs they were
not understood socially or emotionally by their classroom teachers. This problem may be
solved not only through a series of workshops on how to meet the atypical academic and
affective needs of gifted students, but also through the establishment of a network of
teacher support groups throughout the school. In these groups, teachers could work
together on differentiating sections of the syllabus and discussing together effective ways
to meet this unique student population’s needs in their classrooms.
The creation of optimal social context was found in this study to be complex and
made up of many threads. The researcher hopes that the findings of this study will be able
to help schools to unravel this intricate phenomenon and create more positive school
environments for their atypical academically advanced student population.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study has several limitations. First, the sample size was small so the findings
cannot be readily generalised. Second, while schools advertised themselves as
accommodating their gifted populations’ academic needs, they had disparate extension
programs, which were found to influence the findings of this study. For example, the
extent of challenge provided affected the participants` descriptions of their experiences
with like-ability peers, as some spent all day together, whereas others only spent an hour
a week. Third, the participants generally came from Caucasian, middle class backgrounds
and other cultural groups were therefore not well, nor proportionately represented in the
contexts studied. On the other hand studying three demographically similar schools
meant that some reasonable comparisons of participants’ experiences could be made.
Fourth, the fact that the researcher was female and not of the Jewish faith may have
influenced her perceptions at Bishop College and Westerford school. The researcher,
however, has had extensive experience with single-gender schooling, having both
attended a single-gender school herself and having taught in both male and female singlegender schools for many years. While not Jewish, the researcher has a good
understanding of the religion and its cultural traditions, having married into a Jewish
family. Finally, the author is an advocate for gifted education and was a gifted education
co-ordinator for a number of years which may have affected her perceptions, although it
should be emphasised that an important component of the phenomenological tradition
used was the technique called ‘bracketing’ whereby one purposefully sets aside
preconceived assumptions and prejudices. This was done as carefully as humanly
possible as the researcher conducted this study.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This study only begins to describe the impact of extension classes on the social
and emotional development of academically advanced students. Future research could use
multiple data sources and adopt a longitudinal design so that the social and emotional
outcomes formed in these types of school environments could be better understood, as
these participants progress through school. Why, for example, did the perceptions of
some of the gifted girls in this study coincide with their male counterparts’ perceptions
and what is likely to happen to these girls when they reach adolescence and are
confronted by pressure to conform to a feminised identity? Will the males at Westerford
school, who appeared to have maintained an open minded perception of both the male
and female gender identities, continue to do so in high school? Would the perceptions
have been more similar if all the extension programs were the same?
While this study purposefully chose three different types of social contexts, the
impact of various types of gifted programs on affective development was not
purposefully sought. This study’s findings, however, demonstrate that just like the
cognitive outcomes, the social coping strategies and affective outcomes seemed to be
strongly linked to program type. For example, social coping strategies, attitude to class
competition and peer relations were all seen to be impacted by type of gifted program in
this study. Gifted girls and boys were also found in this study to not only react
differently to the type of extension program provided by the school, but were also found
to engage in different types of social coping strategies. Further research may help to
confirm or reject this potential relationship.
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CONCLUSIONS
This study has attempted to contribute new knowledge to the field. A review of
the literature demonstrated that while the cognitive outcomes for schools catering for
academically gifted children were well known, the affective ones were not. The lifeworld
of Australian gifted primary aged students therefore has been largely ignored in previous
research. The phenomenological methodology used in this study has been under-used in
gifted education research, most likely due to the perception by some that it not rigorous
methodology. This study has attempted to avoid this pitfall by purposefully adhering to a
series of specific phenomenological research steps that were adapted from Moustakas
(1994) and Giorgi (1985), two leading phenomenological researchers in the field. The
researcher triangulated the research between the first and second interviews and
observations in the school environments, in an effort to ensure the soundness of this
study.
The phenomenological framework used in this study allowed the participants’
perceptions to prevail and the researcher to gain an insider’s perspective of the impact of
social context on the lives of gifted students in the school environment. Clearly, catering
to gifted students’ academic needs alone was not shown in this study to automatically
create a positive school environment for all gifted students. The findings of this study
illustrated that the social and emotional support and development of gifted students in the
school setting were equally as important as their academic development. This researcher
hopes that the study has provided educators with a better understanding of how gifted
students in various specialised educational settings experience their school day. The
researcher also hopes that the listing of social and emotional outcomes that promoted and
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impeded the creation of positive social context in schools that took part in this study will
assist educators in their understanding of how to development optimal social context for
gifted and talented primary school learners. Not to do so is to ignore the voices and
experiences of gifted children themselves, which may impede their full development as
individuals.
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GLOSSARY
Ability grouping: Students of like-ability are grouped together in order to allow the
teacher to present them with instruction and curriculum suited to their ability level.
Affective outcomes: Non-academic social and emotional outcomes addressed or ignored
in the school environment such as socialisation and attitude towards school, peers and
teachers.
Bartlebly Syndrome: This term was coined by Kerr and Cohen (2001) to describe gifted
primary aged boys who have performed well academically in the past, then begin to
underachieve academically at school.
Bounce Back: This is an Australian program developed by Dr Helen McGrath and Dr
Toni Noble to foster the development of a pro social school culture through the teaching
of resilience, social skills and positive social values.
BFLPE (big-fish-little-pond effect): This outcome described by Marsh and colleagues
(1995, 2003) uses the analogy of a big fish in a small pond to describe academically
advanced students placed in the heterogeneous classroom that hold top ranking.
Conversely Marsh perceives that academically advanced students academic self concept
levels will drop when they are placed with like-ability peers (other big fish) in the
homogeneous classroom.
Boy code: This term was coined by Pollack (1998) to refer to the unspoken rules of boy
culture. For example the belief that boys should be independent and stable like a ‘sturdy
oak’ and not demonstrate any emotion.
Continuum of Visibility: This continuum developed by Coleman and Cross (1988)
recognises the different strategies children may use in an effort to expose or hide their
gifted identity.
Differentiated curriculum: This term refers to when the curriculum and instruction
delivery are modified to suit to student’s individual academic needs and levels of
learning.
Flexible grouping: This is an instructional strategy, whereby students are able to move in
and out of groups in order to receive course content at their level of academic
development.
Heterogeneous grouping: This grouping method refers to a school or classroom where
the students have a wide range of academic ability levels and are not grouped by ability
level for differentiated instruction.
Homogeneous grouping: This type of grouping arrangement of students refers to when a
school organises students together by ability level or interest. The intention being to
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enable the class teacher to deliver curriculum effectively to a specific group, for example
academically advanced students.

Kindergarten Redshirting: This term was coined in the United States and used by Kerr
and Cohen (2001) to describe boys that are purposefully held back a year from attending
kindergarten by their parents. These parents perceive that their sons will be physically
better prepared for sports and will be socially better prepared for school by being a year
older than their peers. This practice is seen in the gifted education literature as
particularly harmful for academically advanced boys who would already have been ahead
of their same-aged peers.
Opportunity class: This term describes a classroom where academically gifted students
are placed together for their entire school day. The academic program in this type of
classroom is usually more advanced and delivered at a faster pace than the norm.
Perfectionism: Describes individuals who set very high standards for themselves and are
rarely pleased with their accomplishments no matter how successful they are. This is
often seen in the research literature as a common gifted trait.
Pull-Out-Program: This type of program pulls-out student from their regular classroom
for a short period during the school day in order to address atypical students with special
learning needs.
Self concept: Refers to one’s view of oneself across many domain specific areas. For
example an individual may see themselves as successful in creative writing, but
unsuccessful in English grammar. Self concept therefore is seen in current research
literature as being multifaceted as opposed to the earlier traditional unidimensional
approach.
Social context: Coleman (1995) defines social context as, the existence of qualitative
change in the setting which elevates the experience of participants beyond that of a
conventional milieu. When this state or condition is reached in any setting, students`
learning is magnified (Coleman, 1995, p.172). Social context, therefore, does not refer to
administrative changes such as grade skipping or early entrance, but rather to the
atmosphere created when gifted students are placed and taught together.
Social coping strategies: These are the strategies implemented by individuals in reaction
to the genuine or conceived social demands made upon them. For example the feeling of
differentness experienced by some gifted children may result in them down playing their
abilities in order to gain peer acceptance.
Specialised school: A type of school that differs from the traditional public school in that
it offers its students a different approach to learning. A specialised school for
academically advanced learners, for example might offer its students opportunities for

336

lifeworld

rapid learning that they would not normally receive such as grade telescoping and
advance placement.
Stigma of Giftedness Paradigm: A theoretical framework devised by Coleman (1985) that
suggests that some academically advanced learners may purposefully manage their
identity.

Underachievement: This term refers to students who are not performing up to their
expected or tested ability level, as measured comparatively by objective measures of
ability and performance.
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APPENDIX A
Dear NAME OF PRINCIPAL
The purpose of this letter is to invite your school to take part in a study that investigates
the social context of schools that deliberately create academic programs to meet the needs
of their academically advanced students. NAME OF SCHOOL was selected for our study
as it is known to have such a program in place.
As part of my research plan I intend to gather data qualitatively through
phenomenological interviews with 3 academically advanced students randomly selected
from each of the Year 4, 5, and 6 extension classes. The gathering of data should take
approximately three days with interviews with each student lasting approximately 20 to
30 minutes. A copy of the question route has been included with this letter. I am aware of
the unique responsibilities connected with working with children and shall to adhere to
the stringent guidelines set out by the University of New South Wales Ethics Committee.
This study will contribute to research for my PhD which is being undertaken at the
UNSW under the supervision of
. It is hoped that the results of
this research will contribute positively both to your school’s extension program and to the
field’s understanding of noncognitive outcomes created in these special learning
environments. If you have any questions concerning this study I can be reached at my email address,
Yours Sincerely,
Katrina Eddles Hirsch
(PhD student UNSW).
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APPENDIX B

Consent and Release Forms
Participant Information Statement and Consent Form

Approval No 062168

You are invited to participate in a research study of student experiences at schools that
provides special educational programs such as your extension classes. If you decide to
participate, you will be asked to take part in an interview, which will take twenty to thirty
minutes if you are in Year 4, and thirty to forty minutes if you are in Year 5 or 6. You
can leave the interview at any time and do not have to answer any questions that you do
not want to.
Your name and school will be changed on the interview form to ensure that anything you
say will remain confidential and will only be given out with your permission, except as
required by law. If the results of the study are ever published, the researcher will make
sure that the information is written in such a way that you cannot be identified.
Complaints may be directed to the Ethics Secretariat, The University of New South
Wales, Sydney, 2052 Australia (phone 9385 4234, fax 9385 6648, email
ethics.sec@unsw.edu.au).
Any complaints you make will be treated in confidence and investigated, and you will be
informed of the outcome. Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice
your future relations with your school or The University of New South Wales. If you
have any questions, please feel free to ask. You can contact
who will be happy to answer them.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep.
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT (continued)
A Study of the Role that the School Environment Plays in the Academic Development of the
Primary Aged Child.
You are making a decision whether or not to participate. Your signature indicates that, having read
the information provided above, you have decided to take part in the study.

……………………………………………………
Signature of Research Participant

……………………………………………………
(Please PRINT name)
……………………………………………………
Date

……………………………………………………
Signature(s) of Investigator(s)

.…………………………………………………….
Please PRINT Name

REVOCATION OF CONSENT
I hereby wish to WITHDRAW my consent for my child/ward to participate in the research proposal
described above and understand that such withdrawal WILL NOT jeopardise any treatment, or my
child/ward’s relationship, any treatment or my relationship with The University of New South Wales.

……………………………………………………
Signature

.…………………………………………………….
Date

……………………………………………………
Please PRINT Name

The section for Revocation of Consent should be forwarded to Ms Eddles-Hirsch
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APPENDIX C
Parental (or Guardian) Information Statement

Approval No 062168

You are invited to permit your child to participate in a study that investigates children’s
perceptions of their school environment. We, the investigators, hope to learn about
children’s experiences in an educational setting that endeavours to recognise and cater to
the diverse academic needs of their students. Your child was selected as a possible
participant in this study as he or she is a member of one of the schools` extension classes.
If you decide to permit your child to participate, we will carry out an interview with your
child that will last approximately twenty to thirty minutes, regarding their experiences in
the extension classes. Your child can stop the interview at any time and refuse to answer
any of the given questions. There are no foreseen discomforts or risks involved in this
study. This study hopes to contribute to the favourable learning environment of students
at your child’s school and therefore benefit the school community as a whole. We cannot
guarantee that your child will receive any benefits from this study.
Any information that is obtained in connection with the study and that can be identified
with you or your child will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your
permission, except as required by law. The investigators plan to publish and report the
results of this study only in referred journals and at conferences. In any publication
information will be presented in such a way that you or your child will not be identified.
Complaints may be directed to the Ethics Secretariat, The University of New South
Wales, Sydney, 2052 Australia (phone 9385 4234, fax 9385 6648, email
ethics.sec@unsw.edu.au). Any complaints you make will be treated in confidence and
investigated, and you will be informed of the outcome
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THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES

PARENTAL (OR GUARDJAKE) INFORMATION STATEMENT (continued)
A Study of the Role that the School Environment Plays in the Academic Development of the
Primary Aged Child.
You are making a decision whether or not to permit your child to participate. Your signature
indicates that, having read the information provided above, you have decided to permit your child to
take part in the study.

……………………………………………………
Signature of Research Participant

.…………………………………………………….
Signature of GuardJake/Parent

……………………………………………………
(Please PRINT name)

.…………………………………………………….
(Please PRINT name)

……………………………………………………
Date

……………………………………………………
Signature(s) of Investigator(s)

.…………………………………………………….
Please PRINT Name

REVOCATION OF CONSENT
I hereby wish to WITHDRAW my consent for my child/ward to participate in the research proposal
described above and understand that such withdrawal WILL NOT jeopardise any treatment, or my
child/ward’s relationship, any treatment or my relationship with The University of New South Wales.

……………………………………………………
Signature

.…………………………………………………….
Date

……………………………………………………
Please PRINT Name

The section for Revocation of Consent should be forwarded to Ms Eddles-Hirsch
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